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Discerning the Glass Ceiling: A Phenomenological Study of the Glass Ceiling, Social 
Role Theory, Role Models, Mentors, Sponsors, and Champions 
 
 
Robin Radke Famiglietti, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, May 2015 
Chairperson: Salvatore Falletta 
Women currently represent roughly half the national workforce, but only a 
relatively small percentage of these women ever achieve senior and executive level 
positions.  This study explored the challenges faced by women as they journey to 
executive level positions.  The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore 
possible obstacles encountered by women on their path to senior and executive levels and 
the types of support they received to overcome these obstacles.   
 This phenomenological research study explored the following research questions: 
“How do women who succeeded in reaching the executive level describe their journey?”, 
“What obstacles did they encounter on their path to the executive position?”, and “What 
role modeling, mentoring, sponsorship or championship did they receive on the journey? 
The goal of this study was to better understand the experiences of women who have 
successfully advanced in their careers, learn from their experiences, and offer insights 
into best practices that may benefit other talented women seeking professional growth.  
 The findings of this phenomenological study provide verbatim comments of eight 
highly successful executive women.  Findings were consolidated into five results.  
Results include personal characteristics such as strong work ethic; extraordinary 
performance; welcoming new challenges; fearlessness; family support; and the influence 
of role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions.  Obstacles that hindered their rise to 
executive level positions were virtually nonexistent.  Several of the participants of this 
research study acknowledged the existence of a glass ceiling but believed it did not apply 
to them; it was not part of their personal experience.  
 Recommendations for aspiring women included the importance of gaining 
visibility through stretch assignments, developing professional networks and actively 
identifying and seeking the support of role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions to 
be considered for promotional opportunities.  Recommendations for companies that seek 
to promote talented women included CEOs making gender equity a priority.  In addition, 
the importance of establishing formal mentoring programs and executive leadership 
forums to enable talented women to develop professionally was emphasized.  The idea of 
companies sharing proven best practices in the form of white papers as a means for other 
companies to replicate success was also discussed. 
   
 
  
1
Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
This research study explored the essence of the lived experiences of successful 
women who have achieved senior and executive level positions within large public 
companies.  Using a phenomenological approach, the goal was to better understand the 
paths taken by women who succeed in reaching senior and executive levels, the meaning 
revealed about any obstacles they may have encountered on their path, and how these 
women describe those who assisted them on their journey.  This research seeks to 
influence industry best practices regarding the enhanced utilization of female talent in 
senior and executive leadership roles. 
Introduction to the Problem 
Women currently represent roughly half of our national workforce, but only a 
relatively small percentage of these women ever achieve senior and executive leadership 
positions.  In the state of California, only 14 (3.5%) of the top 400 publicly held 
companies have women serving as Chief Executive Officers (Kimball, 2014).  According 
to Kimball (2014) “The percentage of women top executives has barely changed, from 
11.7% in 2006 to 12.3% in 2014” (p. 6).  This lack of women in executive level positions 
is not isolated to California or even the United States.  According to Barsh and Yee 
(2011), in addition to the percentage of female CEOs, which they concur was 
approximately 3%, the percentage of women on boards and senior executive teams 
worldwide is approximately 15%.  The under-utilization of female talent in key 
leadership roles informs the current research.  The introduction to the problem considers 
women’s current success, women’s access to role models and mentors, the existence of 
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“the glass ceiling” as a barrier to access, and portraying women’s attitudes and women’s 
rights.  A review of the literature later in this study demonstrates that the issue of 
women’s access to executive level positions has been a concern from the 1980s through 
the present decade (Baumgartner & Schneider, 2010; Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia, & 
Vanneman, 2001; Hymowitz & Schelhardt, 1986; Mattis, 2004; Pai & Vaidya, 2009; 
Russo & Hassink, 2012). 
Although much has been written on the contributions of role models and mentors 
who contributed to the advancement of women into executive level positions, limited 
research exists that addresses the role and importance that sponsors or champions play 
when women gain professional advancement.  Publicly held companies, in particular, 
tend to focus on shareholder value.  If women are a resource to be leveraged, why not 
leverage their talent to the fullest?  Yousry (2006) posited that the “glass ceiling” is not 
glass, it is concrete.  She advanced the idea that women should adopt successful strategies 
to help them navigate existing power structures, and align themselves with those in 
positions of authority to achieve their career goals.  Yousry (2006) stated, “Intellectual 
capital equates to VALUE” (p. 93).  From her perspective, appealing to publicly held 
companies’ needs to perform and demonstrate profits provides a rationale for fully 
developing all employee talent, male and female alike.  To leverage this talent, support 
and cooperation from executives who hold positions of authority and who make decisions 
and influence the decisions of others is necessary.  “The ability to create tangible value 
and get the agreement from those around you that the value is worth it will insure that 
you rise to the top” (Yousry, 2006, p. 95).  Sponsors and champions advocate on behalf 
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of aspiring, talented women; they provide visibility and recognition for high-achieving 
women and move their careers along a path toward executive levels.   
The glass ceiling, a term first coined in the Wall Street Journal, describes an 
artificial barrier that prevents women from advancing to executive levels (Hymowitz & 
Schellhardt, 1986).  Primary researchers who studied the glass ceiling include Cotter et 
al. (2001), Bihagen and Ohls (2006), Russo and Hassink (2012) and Pai and Vaidya 
(2009).  Cotter et al. (2001) explained the glass ceiling as an invisible barrier preventing 
women from achieving executive level positions in spite of all other things being equal 
(educational credentials, work experience, and preparation for advanced responsibility).  
Bihagen and Ohls (2006) concluded that a glass ceiling exists at lower levels of 
management but not at executive levels.  Russo and Hassink (2012) stated multiple glass 
ceilings exist at different levels within organizations.  Pai and Vaidya (2009) posited that 
the glass ceiling is an international phenomenon.  The debate continues after 30 years.  
Considering multiples variables exist that potentially impact women’s rise to executive 
levels, such as education, experience, intrinsic and extrinsic attributes, it is not surprising 
the glass ceiling continues as a controversial topic. 
Not everyone believes in the existence of a glass ceiling.  Bihagen and Ohls 
(2006) claim that men most likely achieve more professional success than women 
because they spend more time working on their careers than women do.  They imply that 
if women spend more time on their careers, they too could achieve the same levels of 
success.  Cotter et al. (2001) referenced statements made by the first female CEO of 
Hewlett-Packard (HP) Carleton (Carly) Fiorina, who refuted the notion of a glass ceiling, 
thus eliminating the need to address gender inequities.  In Fiorina’s opinion, the glass 
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ceiling does not exist.  According to Keeton (1996), “Women who ‘have made it’ may 
suffer from the ‘queen bee syndrome.’  That is, women in positions of authority work 
very hard to achieve career goals and feel other women should work equally hard under 
the same conditions” (Keeton, 1996, p. 30). 
Baumgartner and Schneider (2010) also reference the queen bee syndrome 
commonly discussed in the 1960s and 1970s, in which women who achieve top 
management positions are portrayed as having no reason to help other women achieve 
similar status.  Drawing on this earlier research, Baumgartner and Schneider (2010) 
suggested that queen bee women believe they achieved success completely due to their 
own efforts; therefore, other women should be able to follow a similar path and succeed.  
This view may have hampered the advancement of women over these decades and 
beyond.  Perhaps the view expressed by Fiorina, the former CEO at HP, reflects a similar 
perspective.   
The women in Leffel’s (2010) research study also stated that their success is 
entirely attributed to their own work ethic so this belief continues to the present time.  
Countering these representations proves difficult because there are likely multiple 
variables impacting a woman’s ability to succeed.  Adams (2004) and Chen (2005) both 
noted that female supporters are far more important than male supporters and were 
identified by participants as influencing higher achievement levels for women, which 
counters Leffel’s (2010) research study attributing success solely to the efforts of the 
women themselves.  In addition, Chen (2005) noted that female mentoring programs 
contributed to promotional opportunities for women with no mention of the significance 
of male mentors or sponsors.  Therefore, conflicting research exists regarding the 
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significance of mentors, sponsors, and champions and whether or not their gender 
influences outcomes. 
While women’s rights were a common subject in the 1970s, women have yet to 
achieve equal access and success in executive roles (Kimball, 2014).  Women, 
historically, have not achieved the same executive levels as men and continue to be 
underrepresented in top management positions.  An important point is that whether there 
is a glass ceiling or not, inequity exists.   
 
 
 
Source: Kimball (2014, p. 6) 
 
Figure 1. Percent of women directors, highest-paid executives and CEOs at California’s 
400 largest public companies. 
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Problem Statement 
Although the women’s rights movement of the 1970s opened new opportunities 
for women in education and business, women continue to be underrepresented in 
executive level positions at large publicly held companies, which might indicate a need to 
better understand obstacles and explore the meaning of providing greater support to 
women aspiring to executive level positions.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the obstacles 
encountered by women on their paths to executive level positions and to explore the 
essence of the support they received that helped them overcome these obstacles.  By 
exploring their lived stories and the meaning of their experiences, perhaps other women 
may derive value and benefit from their lived experiences.  Research participants 
included Vice Presidents, Senior Vice Presidents, Executive Vice Presidents, Presidents, 
Chief Executive Officers, Chief Operating Officers, Chief Financial Officers, or Board 
Directors of large publicly held organizations in California.  This research seeks to 
influence industry best practices regarding enhanced utilization of female talent in 
executive leadership roles.  
According to Weil and Mattis (2003), many women who achieve upper level 
executive positions credit the influence of male sponsors or champions: 
The notion here is that certain men, after perceiving women as being treated 
unfairly in the workforce, are motivated to altruistic standards. Thus, senior 
managers, (those who receive higher salaries) are likely to become acquainted 
with stories of discrimination against women in their own and other organizations. 
(pp. 226-227) 
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Mattis (2001) distinguished between mentors who typically serve as role models 
for ambitious, aspiring women and sponsors who actually exert influence and help 
women attain promotions.  Her research suggested a contrast between serving as a mentor 
and serving as a sponsor.  Mentors warrant admiration and their behaviors are emulated.  
Sponsors exert influence and effect promotional and hiring decisions. 
Broome (2008) suggested that men who dominate the upper echelon have an 
obligation to pave the way for qualified women.  Broome further believed such privileged 
men have a responsibility to clear the path and groom women to attain the same 
promotional opportunities as men because men already hold a vast majority of executive 
level positions.  “Ensuring greater success for women in the corporate world so that more 
women advance to the highest executive levels would likely lead to a greater number and 
percentage of women directors” (Broome, 2008, p. 676).  In addition to the identified 
need for men to step up, the need for women to proactively seek out influential mentors 
was supported by Yousry (2006) who noted, “Mentors often play a decisive role in a 
person’s ability to achieve a top spot” (p. 104).   
Davies-Netzley (1998) discussed the importance of executives accepting and 
welcoming women into the upper echelon.  Men who are reluctant to work with women 
at an executive level may undermine opportunities for women to succeed.  In an 
increasingly competitive global economy, we cannot afford to waste precious human 
capital, nor can we afford to underestimate the contributions of roughly half the labor 
force.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau (n.d.), females employed in 2010 made up 
53.6% of the total percentage of the civilian labor force compared to only 40.8% in 1970.  
However, as mentioned previously, only 3.5% of the 400 largest public companies in 
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California have women serving as Chief Executive Officers (Kimball, 2014).  
Considering the percentage of women working, very few achieved executive levels.  In 
summary, this research explored the experiences of successful executive level women, 
the obstacles they encountered, and the support they received on their journey.   
Research Questions 
This research study explored the following research questions:  
1. How do women who succeeded in reaching the executive level describe their 
journey? 
2. What obstacles did they encounter on their path to the executive position? 
3. What role modeling, mentoring, sponsorship or championship did they receive on 
the journey? 
Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stances 
I serve as a Vice President, which is an officer level role at Sallie Mae.  In my 
personal experience, I achieved this role based on my own efforts and with the support 
and advocacy of two Executive Vice Presidents (one female and one male) and one 
Senior Vice President (male) who championed my career progression.  These champions 
supervised me during different points in my career (when I was a sales representative 
managing a small territory and later when my job was being eliminated due to Federal 
regulatory changes) and were instrumental to my attainment of my current role.  With 
their support, my work received increased visibility, which correlated to subsequent 
promotions.  I was extremely grateful for their interest in my professional advancement 
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and their willingness to influence decisions with others (all men) sitting at the 
President’s table. 
As a senior executive officer of a Fortune 500 company, I have witnessed 
firsthand the struggles of talented, ambitious women who desired to break the glass 
ceiling and advance to senior executive levels of management.  As a Vice President of 
Sallie Mae, each time I attend an officers meeting, I am reminded of this gender inequity.  
Upon entering the room, I am confronted with gender disparity.  I am always in the 
minority, enveloped in a room of white men over 50 years of age, with only a handful of 
female executives and few people of color.   
As a social constructivist, I believe in the ability and necessity to promote social 
change.  According to Gergen (1985), “Social constructionist inquiry is principally 
concerned with explicating the processes by which people come to describe, explain, or 
otherwise account for the world (including themselves) in which they live” (p. 266).  
Social constructionists tend to question predetermined ideas of knowledge and focus 
instead on perceptions.  Drawing from this approach to research, I sought to explore the 
phenomenon of women’s career advancement and the support they believed was 
instrumental to their success.   
Exploring the three research questions previously stated guided the researcher’s 
ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions.  According to Creswell 
(2013), ontological assumptions relate to the nature of reality, epistemological 
assumptions pertain to being close to the participants being studied to gain knowledge, 
and axiological assumptions include the values of the researcher.  In qualitative research, 
the researcher becomes an active participant in the research study.  In this 
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phenomenological research study, I explored the reality of successful women through 
their lived stories to provide meaning through their experiences.  I had a basis of 
identification through my own personal experience and acknowledged that experience, 
but I consciously worked to avoid interjecting my perceptions into the research study.  I 
assumed the lived stories of successful women would provide value and key learnings for 
others interested in researching the paths successful women have followed, the obstacles 
they may have encountered along the way, and the support they received on their journey. 
Conceptual Framework 
Drawing on a comprehensive review of existing theory, research, and practice, 
this researcher explored three concepts that will inform the current research.  First, this 
researcher reviewed the implications of the glass ceiling, a term first coined by Hymowitz 
and Schellhardt in the Wall Street Journal to explain an invisible barrier that prevents 
women from climbing the corporate ladder and attaining senior and executive level 
positions as well as how the glass ceiling may be influenced by social role theory 
(Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986).   
Research for the second stream is on social role theory, a theory positing that 
women face disadvantages when trying to excel professionally as a result of being 
assigned seemingly arbitrary feminine traits such as being nurturing and communal rather 
than masculine traits such as being ambitious and aggressive (Isaac, Kaatz, & Carnes, 
2012).   
The third stream considers the literature on role models and mentors impacting 
leadership success; and this stream reviews the theory, research, and practice on sponsors 
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and champions who are in positions of authority, influence, and decision-making who 
help women overcome the glass ceiling.   
Conceptual Framework of Three Research Streams 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual framework outlining the three research streams. 
 
 
 
Glass ceiling.  The commonly used term “glass ceiling” was taken from the U.S. 
Glass Ceiling Commission (1995) whose purpose was to ensure the utilization of all 
human capital.  The Commission studied the barrier to advancement, which applied to 
both women and minorities.  Cotter et al. (2001) expanded on this definition to include 
four specific criteria: 
Glass 
Ceiling 
Social 
Role 
Theory 
Role Models, 
Mentors, 
Sponsors & 
Champions 
Cotter et al., (2001) 
Bihagen & Ohls (2006) 
Leffel (2002) 
Buckalew et al., (2012) 
Isaac et al., (2012) 
Eagly & Karau (2009) 
 
Broome (2008) 
Mattis (2001) 
Ragin & Mattis (1998) 
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1) A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial difference that is 
not explained by other job-relevant characteristics of the employee. 
2) A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial difference that is 
greater at higher levels of an outcome than at lower levels of an outcome. 
3) A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial inequality in the 
chances of advancement into higher levels, not merely the proportions 
currently at those higher levels.   
4) A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial inequality that 
increase over the course of a career. (Cotter et al., 2001, pp. 656-659) 
Furthermore, Russo and Hassink’s research (2012) suggests there may be multiple glass 
ceilings.  They posited that glass ceilings exist both within job levels and between job 
levels.  Pai and Vaidya (2009) concluded that the glass ceiling is not isolated to the 
United States and exists in many other countries throughout the world. 
Social role theory.  Social role theory illustrates how perceptions of women 
differ from perceptions of men and also considers barriers associated with those 
perceptions.  Isaac et al. (2012) were seminal researchers who developed a social role 
theory conceptual framework of particular interest because they focused on gender 
stereotypes such as agentic behavior.  They focused on six different characteristics that 
may have a bearing on women’s abilities to achieve senior management levels: (a) 
agentic behavior leads to success, (b) success does not equal acknowledgement of 
competence, (c) agentic women are deemed as competent but will receive opposition by 
successful men, (d) parenthood and lack of mobility are barriers to advancement, (e) 
stereotypic threat and identity safety (women are emotional and lack leadership abilities), 
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and (f) equality equals greed.  Isaac et al. (2012) also explored the historical 
stereotyping of women as emotional beings who lack the ability to lead, which is further 
explored in Chapter 2.   
Assessing women’s capacity for leadership in terms of masculine traits, such as 
agentic behavior, documents a trend toward homophily referenced by Ibarra (1993) when 
executives often judge the abilities of other executives in terms of how similar they are to 
themselves.  According to Ibarra, homophily is the tendency to want to associate with 
people who are similar to themselves but also to provide more support to those with 
whom they share similar characteristics.  Homophily was also referenced by Isaac et al. 
who concurred that people prefer to associate with those who are similar to them, not 
necessarily always of the same gender, but who exhibit similar characteristics that, in this 
instance, are considered masculine characteristics. 
According to Buckalew, Konstantinopoulos, Russell, and El-Sherbini (2012), 
women experience barriers to promotional opportunities because they do not possess 
enough masculine traits.  “Women more often practice a transformational style of 
management compared to males who are more likely to use a transactional style” (pp. 
147-148).  Women focus on enhancing communication in the form of coaching rather 
than accomplishing the task at hand.  Similar to Isaac et al. (2012), Buckalew et al.’s 
(2012) research indicated that men prefer peers who are other men or, if not men, then 
women who exhibit more masculine characteristics such as being assertive and action 
oriented. 
Role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions.  Mattis (2001) researched the 
part played by role models and mentors in women’s advancement to executive levels 
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within corporate management.  Mattis (2001) focused on the importance of support 
from middle managers and senior level managers in retaining and promoting women and 
minorities.  This stream of research considers the need for companies to take care of their 
“best and brightest” women to prevent loss of human capital. 
The support of role models and mentors raises an important theme that women 
may need internal support to achieve their maximum potential (Broome, 2008; Davies-
Netzley, 1998; Mattis, 2001; Weil & Mattis 2003; Yousry, 2006).  Many corporations 
rank their employees at least annually as part of their performance appraisal process.  
This is an important aspect of succession planning in which employees identified as 
possessing substantial future leadership potential are selected and developed through 
mentorship, stretch assignments, or other means.  
Mattis (2001) further differentiated between mentors and sponsors.  Mentors may 
serve as great role models, helping to shape desired behavior for career advancements.  In 
contrast, sponsors may serve as actual change agents.  As sponsors, senior executives 
take their role as mentors one step further.  According to Mattis (2001), sponsors are 
actively engaged and empowered to promote women and minorities using their sphere of 
influence.  
As a fourth role, the concept of “champion” was introduced by Broome (2008).  
Similar to Mattis (2001), who referenced the importance of sponsors, Broome suggested 
that influential men should use their influence to create opportunities for women to obtain 
experience in board service that will help advance their careers and create a more level 
playing field.  In the absence of a natural career progression as happens with men, and 
given the barriers cited by social role theory, Broome contended male champions should 
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proactively create opportunities for talented women to develop and fully utilize the 
skills and abilities necessary, as well as the visibility and professional endorsement 
needed to advance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Confluence of role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions. 
 
 
 
Definition of Terms 
Agentic Behavior 
Types of behavior typically characterized as male: assertive, independent, action-
oriented, self-confident, tough, and competitive referenced in social role theory 
(Isaac et al., 2012). 
California’s Fortune 1000 Companies 
A list of 98 companies in California that have a strong presence in the San 
Francisco Bay Area (Moray, n.d.) 
Role 
Models 
Mentors 
Sponsors Champions 
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Champion 
For purposes of this study, a senior executive officer who not only takes proactive 
steps but possesses the power and decision-making authority to further advance 
the careers of women (Broome, 2008). 
Executives 
For purposes of this study, Vice President, Senior Vice President, Executive Vice 
President, President, Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief 
Operating Officer or Corporate Board Director 
Gender Disparity 
Differential treatment based solely on gender with all other attributes such as 
education, experience, ability, and motivation being equal (Cotter et al., 2001) 
Glass Ceiling  
The concept of an artificial barrier that prevents women from achieving 
workplace equality, especially at the most senior levels of management 
(Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986) 
Homophily 
The tendency to want to associate with people who are similar to us and also to 
provide more support to those with whom we share those similarities (Ibarra, 
1993) 
Intellectual Capital 
The value contributed by the best and the brightest people (top talent) of a 
corporation that increases shareholder value and advances the goals of the 
corporation (Yousry, 2006) 
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Mentor 
Someone who provides support as a role model, with pre-established networks 
and credibility (Ragins, Townsend, & Mattis, 1998) 
Queen Bee Syndrome 
The apparent behavior of women who have made it to the top and who appear 
unwilling to help other women achieve the same level (Keeton, 1996) 
Role Model 
Someone whose leadership qualities are admired by others who emulate their 
behaviors (Mattis, 2001) 
Social Role Theory 
A conceptual framework that posits women face disadvantages when trying to 
excel professionally as a result of being assigned arbitrary traits such as being 
nurturing and communal versus masculine traits such as being ambitious and 
aggressive, which limit their advancement potential.  The six core concepts 
include: (a) agentic behavior leads to success, (b) success does not equal 
acknowledgement of competence, (c) agentic women are deemed as competent 
but will receive opposition by successful men, (d) parenthood and lack of 
mobility are barriers to advancement, (e) stereotypic threat and identity safety 
(women are emotional and lack leadership abilities), and (f) equality equals greed 
(Isaac et al., 2012). 
Sponsor 
In the context of this study, sponsor is sometimes used interchangeably with 
champion, but a less formalized relationship exists where executives with 
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decision-making authority typically advocate on behalf of female subordinates 
regardless of reporting hierarchy. 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Several assumptions about this research study are noteworthy.  The first 
assumption is that the glass ceiling exists and some women are presented with obstacles 
on their path to executive levels based upon their gender (Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 
1986).  The second assumption is that gender role stereotypes, as explained by social role 
theory, prevent qualified women from being promoted because of their gender (Isaac et 
al., 2012).  The third assumption is that role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions 
help women overcome obstacles in their path toward obtaining executive level positions 
(Broome, 2008; Davies-Netzley, 1998; Mattis, 2001; Weil & Mattis 2003; Yousry, 2006).   
Lastly, the researcher assumed individuals would agree to be interviewed and 
contribute artifacts to the study.  In addition, it was assumed participants would be honest 
and spontaneous in their responses and avoid responding in a manner that might be 
perceived as telling the researcher what she wanted to hear.  For this reason, it was 
critical the researcher bracket biases carefully to avoid influencing outcomes. 
In phenomenological studies, the investigator abstains from making suppositions, 
focuses on a specific topic freshly and naively, constructs a question or problem to guide 
the study, and derives findings that will provide the basis for further research and 
reflection.  In phenomenological science, a relationship always exists between the 
external perception of natural objects and internal perceptions, memories, and judgments 
(Moustakas, 1994).   
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By bracketing biases, the researcher allows the research to speak for itself 
without inserting preconceived judgments during the processing of interviewing, 
observing participants, and coding and summarizing the data.  Creswell (2012) addressed 
the importance of using appropriate language throughout the research process to avoid 
influencing outcomes.  Bracketing and using appropriate language were employed to 
minimize the introduction of researcher bias.   
One significant limitation of this study is the small sample size.  As a qualitative 
study, generalization of the findings of this study to a larger population is not the goal. 
Rather, future research in this area may serve to provide additional insights with the 
intent of further improving best practices.  The purpose of this study was not to parse out 
variables and determine the impact on women’s ability to achieve executive level 
positions.  The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the obstacles 
encountered by women on their path to executive level positions and to explore the 
essence of the support they received that helped them overcome these obstacles.   
Summary 
Regardless of the myriad reasons explaining women’s lack of advancement to 
executive levels, women who have advanced to executive level positions continue to be 
in the minority.  Any learning that occurs as a result of hearing the lived stories of those 
who have made the transition and a description of their journeys that contributed to their 
success serves to enhance the ability to emulate those conditions going forward.  To 
leverage all intellectual capital and compete on a global stage, it is important to work 
toward gender equity, especially at the highest levels of leadership.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
The under-utilization of female talent as top level leaders frames the problem that 
inspires this research.  A review of the literature illustrates that the issue of women’s 
access to senior and executive level positions has been a concern of researchers from the 
1980s through the present decade (Baumgartner & Schneider, 2010; Cotter et al., 2001; 
Hymowitz & Schelhardt, 1986; Mattis, 2004; Pai & Vaidya, 2009; Russo & Hassink, 
2012). 
A plethora of research exists on the glass ceiling, a term first referenced in a 1986 
Wall Street Journal article.  The glass ceiling is an invisible barrier that prevents women 
from achieving the same promotional opportunities as men in spite of similar educational 
training, professional experience, and performance.  The very concept of the glass ceiling 
is a matter of debate among researchers.  Bihagen and Ohls (2006) suggested there is no 
glass ceiling at all, asserting that it is simply a mental model.  Senge (1992) explained the 
powerful effect of mental models: “Two people with different mental models can observe 
the same event and describe it differently because they have noticed different details” (p. 
5).  This concept applies to the discussion of the existence or non-existence of the glass 
ceiling.  Cotter et al. (2001) asserted that the glass ceiling does exist and it has a tangible 
impact on the career trajectory of individuals who fall outside the category of Caucasian 
male.  Russo and Hassink’s (2012) research suggested there may even be multiple glass 
ceilings.  Conversely, Brown (2010) believes women simply choose not to pursue the 
highest levels of responsibility and to put their families ahead of their careers.   
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The questions to be addressed in this research study are: “How do women who 
succeeded in reaching the executive level describe their journey?”, “What obstacles did 
they encounter on their path to the executive position?”, and “What role modeling, 
mentoring, sponsorship, or championship did they receive on the journey?  
Conceptual Framework 
This study examines the intersection of three important streams of research: glass 
ceiling; social role theory and the influence of role models; mentors, sponsors, and 
champions. Figure 4 provides a graphic representation of the streams of research. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Conceptual framework outlining the three research streams. 
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This study focuses on the experiences of  a select group of executive women 
employed by large companies in California.  The purpose of the study was to better 
understand the experiences of women who have successfully navigated the corporate 
ladder and achieved executive level positions.  A secondary purpose was to explore the 
obstacles encountered by these women and the support they received along the way.  The 
self-reported stories of these women may offer insights into best practices that may foster 
equal opportunity for other talented women seeking to advance to executive levels. 
Literature Review 
The first stream of research regards the glass ceiling, a topic that has been widely 
debated over the last three decades as a possible explanation for why so few women have 
achieved senior executive status.  The primary researchers who have studied the glass 
ceiling include Cotter et al. (2001), Bihagen and Ohls (2006), and Russo and Hassink 
(2012).  Yousry (2006) commented upon the glass ceiling, stating it might be used an 
excuse for not achieving maximum potential: “Think about it for a moment.  The ceiling 
is not glass.  It is but a thought.  That thought creates a use for failure that is stronger than 
concrete.  It is an excuse not to perform” (p. 94).  Yousry’s (2006) description coincides 
with Senge’s (1992) description of mental models, which are self-created theoretical 
constructs.  In both instances, mental models are subject to change and barriers are not 
impenetrable.  
The second stream of research explores the social role theory through research.  
According to Eagly (1997), social role theory illustrates that gender determines 
personality characteristics such as passive or aggressive behavior.  Gender-specific 
behaviors then determine occupational outcomes, such as assuming positions of 
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leadership or assuming positions that are supportive.  Eagly (1997) also discussed the 
concept of agentic behavior.  Agentic behavior is action oriented and typically exhibited 
by men and is further explored in this literature review.  Isaac et al. (2012) explained the 
impact of societal expectations that women are more emotional than men and are not well 
suited for executive level positions.  
Similarly, Buckalew et al. (2012) explained the influence of gender roles and the 
resulting impact on women’s ability to achieve executive levels.  They discussed the 
phenomenon of gender stereotyping and how this practice perpetuates the glass ceiling.  
Assigning gender roles to women inhibits their ability to succeed based upon their own 
merits.  Instead, women are stereotyped as being less agentic and more communal; 
therefore, women are viewed as better suited for supporting roles instead of advancing to 
executive levels that require leadership skills. 
The third stream of research explains the influence of role models, mentors, 
sponsors, and champions in women’s lives on their path to executive positions.  Mattis 
(2001), Ragins et al. (1998), and Broome (2008) all focused on the influence of those 
individuals who could help women achieve executive level positions.  Mattis’s (2001) 
research on role models and mentors explains her purpose as identifying what executives 
do and how they do it to implement processes that will groom qualified women to 
eventually assume executive level positions.  By grooming these women, she advocates a 
successful career path to create opportunities that might otherwise be unavailable to 
talented women.  Mattis’s (2001) research demonstrated a commitment to reducing the 
glass ceiling.  Ragins et al. (1998) explained the phenomenon in a prior research 
collaboration: 
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Dismantling the glass ceiling requires three keys pieces of information.  First, it 
is critical to understand the barriers women face in their advancement.  Second, it 
is instructive to understand the career strategies used by women who successfully 
overcame the barriers to advancement.  Finally, it is vital that corporate leaders 
have an accurate and complete understanding of the barriers and organizational 
climate faced by their female employees.  Commitment to breaking the glass 
ceiling, while important, is not sufficient; for change to occur, CEOs must also 
have a clear understanding of the subtle and overt barriers women face in their 
advancement. (Ragins et al., 1998, pp. 28-29) 
 
According to Ragins et al. (1998), role models and mentors contribute to the career 
success of aspiring women in the following ways: 
Influential male mentors, with pre-established networks and credibility, can 
sponsor female protégés into senior management circles, and provide inside 
information usually obtained in the old boy networks.  Mentors can also buffer 
women from adverse forces in the organization, and help them navigate through 
the challenging and changing political terrain. (p. 32) 
 
Similarly, Broome (2008) examined the lack of female representation on 
corporate boards and stated women have been unsuccessful in achieving parity with men 
in attaining executive level positions that serve as a launching pad for board member 
appointments.  She referenced the importance of establishing a pipeline to facilitate the 
experience and training required for women to achieve executive positions.  Broome 
(2008) believes talented women could achieve greater career growth with the support of 
individuals currently holding executive level positions (usually men) because they are 
either in a position to make hiring decisions or influence those who exert that type of 
decision-making ability.  She defined these individuals as potential champions while 
Mattis (2001) referred to them as sponsors.  These terms appear to be used 
interchangeably in the literature.   
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In summary, the three research streamsthe glass ceiling; social role theory; 
and the influence of role models, mentors, sponsors, and championsprovides a 
foundation of existing research on which to build this study. 
The Glass Ceiling 
Cotter et al. (2001) offered a definition of the commonly used term glass ceiling 
referencing a standard definition taken from the Glass Ceiling Commission (1995).  The 
Glass Ceiling Commission desired to identify gender disparities in an attempt to reduce 
them and treat women more equitably.  Their definition included four specific criteria: 
1. A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial difference that is not 
explained by other job-relevant characteristics of the employee. 
2. A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial difference that is greater 
at higher levels of an outcome than at lower levels of an outcome. 
3. A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial inequality in the chances 
of advancement into higher levels, not merely the proportions currently at those 
higher levels.   
4. A Glass Ceiling inequality represents a gender or racial inequality that increase 
over the course of a career. (Cotter et al. 2001, pp. 656-659) 
Cotter et al. (2001) hypothesized that the glass ceiling occurred across a variety of fields 
including business, law, and health care, as well as in countries throughout the world.  
They measured the glass ceiling effect incorporating all the above criteria.  
According to Cotter et al. (2001), the dataset draws from the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics (PSID) and utilizes longitudinal data on earnings and experience.  The 
dataset includes 4,200 individuals, both men and women ages 25-59, the ages 
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representative of prime earning capacity.  Using this statistical analysis, they cautioned 
against the hazards of focusing exclusively on measures of central tendency that appear 
to overstate the disadvantages that lower earning women face and understate the 
disadvantages at higher income levels.  The PSID provides longitudinal data that enables 
researchers to track career paths and compare career progress by gender.  The rate of 
change is tracked over the course of the participant’s career. 
Cotter et al. (2001) concluded that a glass ceiling does exist as a result of gender 
inequality and the topic warrants additional research.  The research completed by Cotter 
et al. (2001) supports the existence of a glass ceiling and presents it as a reason for 
women not achieving executive level positions in spite of being equally capable in terms 
of competence, education, and training. 
Denial of the glass ceiling.  Subsequent research contradicts the findings of 
Cotter et al. (2001).  Research conducted by Bihagen and Ohls (2006) disagreed with 
Cotter et al.’s (2001) findings and conclusions.  Bihagen and Ohls (2006) concluded that 
a glass ceiling does not exist at the highest levels of management in Sweden.  They 
acknowledged that men earn more money than women; however, they hypothesized that 
this may be due to men spending more time in the labor market than women.  They 
acknowledged limitations in their research and that other variables, such as a glass 
ceiling, might be affecting the increase in men’s pay over women’s.   
Bihagen and Ohls’s (2006) research objectives indicate a desire to identify 
disadvantages women face in terms of advancing in their careers and possible differences 
between public and private sectors.  Bihagen and Ohls (2006) performed a macro-
analysis of existing research, reviewing 10 longitudinal studies conducted between 1979 
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and 2000.  The datasets they used were from the organization Statistics Sweden’s 
(SCB) Survey of Living Conditions (ULF), first used in 1979.  Based on their findings, 
they concluded that women at lower levels experienced more inequalities than women at 
higher levels.  The researchers commented on the beneficial impact of advanced 
education, which may lessen inequalities.  However, their study demonstrated that age 
(women over 35 years of age) decreases the likelihood of upward mobility, which 
indicates the presence of age discrimination as a factor.   
Bihagen and Ohls (2006) presented additional reasons women do not achieve the 
same executive levels as men:  
Men in managerial positions prefer people with cultural preferences similar to 
their own, or that managers have a preference for appointing people similar in this 
respect to others already employed by the organization . . . an intended or 
unintended consequence is the maintenance of men’s superior positions. (p. 22) 
 
Bihagen and Ohls’s (2006) research supports the notion of homophily.  Homophily is a 
tendency for people to desire to associate with others who are similar to them.  As an 
example, Caucasian men might prefer to associate with other Caucasian men.  Bihagen 
and Ohls (2006) also concluded there is no difference between career opportunities for 
women in the private sector versus the public sector.  Their findings indicate that both 
men and women have fewer opportunities in the public sector than the private sector.  
In summary, Bihagen and Ohls concluded that the glass ceiling did not exist for 
women at the highest levels of management.  They commented that women’s career 
opportunities were a matter of choice and that women chose to have children and are not 
in the workforce as long as men due to extremely liberal subsidized parental leave 
policies.  Their research is pertinent to this study because it provides an opposing 
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viewpoint and illustrates the difficulty in proving or disproving the existence of a glass 
ceiling.  In addition, Bihagen and Ohls’s (2006) research has international significance in 
that it is not an issue isolated to the United States.   
Multiple levels of the glass ceiling.  Russo and Hassink (2012) reviewed data 
from the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment with a goal to test their 
hypothesis that there are multiple glass ceilings: both between job levels and within job 
levels.  They used wage decomposition models to statistically decompose the wage gap in 
and between job levels.  Their dataset contained over 77,000 Dutch workers, with 52,000 
men and 25,000 women.  They found that women experience a lower probability of 
promotion than men and less promotion pay than men with the same level of 
responsibility.  They also found that women’s promotions decrease at the higher job 
levels.  
Russo and Hassink (2012) concluded that women suffer from discrimination at all 
levels; however, the higher the level, the worse the discrimination.  They found the glass 
ceiling impacts most working women.  Over 80% of positions held by women in the 
Netherlands occur at levels that indicate the existence of a glass ceiling.  This research is 
compelling due to the extremely large sample size and statistical calculations on wage 
data.  
Glass ceiling as an international phenomenon.  Pai and Vaidya (2009) first 
examined the glass ceiling in Texas and subsequently conducted additional research in 
other countries.  They argued that promotional opportunities for women are inferior to 
opportunities for men.  Pai and Vaidya’s (2009) research posited that executive level 
positions typically are not offered to women or minorities.  The authors first examined 
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data in Texas because during the period of study, the state had more Fortune 500 
companies than any other state in the nation.  They retrieved existing data from 257 
organizations in Texas and found only two female CEOs.  They concluded that women 
deserve equal opportunities to achieve executive level positions.  They noted that as Baby 
Boomers age, the issue of gender inequity will only increase in intensity. 
Based on additional research in Germany, Austria, the UK, Bangladesh, Taiwan, 
and other parts of the world, Pai and Vaidya (2009) concluded that the glass ceiling exists 
in many countries throughout the world.  They referenced Cotter et al.’s research (2001) 
and concluded with their desire for progress both in the United States and abroad.  
According to Pai and Vaidya (2009), resolving issues of gender inequity is critical to 
ensure that women are treated fairly in the workforce and future generations will not 
experience a glass ceiling.   
Performance negates glass ceiling.  Studies that deny the existence of the glass 
ceiling often focus on performance as the primary differentiator contributing to the 
advancement of some women.  For example, if women spent more time in the workplace 
and less time raising children, they might have more advancement opportunities (Bihagen 
& Ohls, 2006).  Leffel (2002) interviewed 13 women at Fortune 500 companies and all 
the women felt there was no glass ceiling for them; they attributed their success to their 
own efforts.  They were asked: “Does the glass ceiling exist?” and “Who helped you in 
your career path and how?”  The women in Leffel’s study said they achieved executive 
positions as a result of their own efforts and without the support of mentors.  All of these 
participants denied the existence of a glass ceiling.  
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Britt’s (2002) quantitative research was similar to Leffel’s (2002) survey and 
included approximately 1,300 women in executive academic roles.  Britt found that 
individual performance is the reason for attaining higher-level positions within their 
respective universities.  Although formal mentoring was cited as a reason for achieving 
career advancement in Britt’s study, there was no evidence from the participants that a 
glass ceiling existed. 
Chen’s (2005) research also acknowledged the influence of mentoring on career 
success.  Chen (2005) examined the influence of advanced education, training, internal 
networking, career tracking, formal mentoring, and performance appraisal ratings in 
helping women achieve executive levels.  According to Chen (2005), regardless of race 
of the participants, mentoring has the most significant effect on women achieving 
executive level positions.  The impact of mentors on women’s success is further explored 
in the third stream of research.  
In contrast, Leffel (2002) and Britt (2002) argued that working hard brings 
rewards and that nothing else is required.  Their research provides contrasting viewpoints 
to research conducted by Cotter et al. (2001), Russo and Hassink (2012), and Pai and 
Vaidya (2009) who found that gender inequities create barriers for women that prevent 
them from achieving executive level status.  Leffel (2002) and Britt (2002) commented 
on the difficulty in identifying a singular variable that supports career success; however, 
they attribute the success of executive women to individual qualities instead of 
mentoring.   
Work-Life balance and the glass ceiling.  There continues to be debate over 
whether women fail to achieve executive positions because they put their families ahead 
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of their careers.  For example, women who leave the workforce or choose to work part-
time, even temporarily, may miss out on promotional opportunities because of their 
decision to focus on family first.    
Isaac et al. (2012) referenced parenthood as a barrier for women.  They assert that 
women often need to choose between parenthood and high-powered careers, unlike men, 
who may have traditional spousal support and the opportunity to enjoy both family life 
and a career.  Isaac et al. expanded on Brown’s (2010) research that describes perceptions 
of women being more communal and men being more agentic.  According to Isaac et al. 
(2012), women may experience mixed messages between societal expectations associated 
with communal behavior and agentic behavior that is desirable for executive positions.  
As defined in Chapter 1, agentic behavior is typically associated with males and includes 
being assertive, independent, action oriented, self-confident, tough, and competitive 
(Isaac et al., 2012). 
Figure 5 is Isaac et al.’s (2012) depiction of six barriers women experience as 
they attempt to advance to executive level positions.  The arrow represents the nature of 
power a 
nd qualities typically associated with leadership.  Leadership qualities are 
typically aligned with masculine traits.  In addition, women’s attempts to be treated 
equitably based upon their abilities and performance are not always received favorably by 
men; in some cases, their behavior is considered threatening.   
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Figure 5.  Map of the glass ceiling. 
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policies as among the worst in the world.  Their research with women from multiple 
continents including Europe, North America, Asia, and Latin America, found that in spite 
of ongoing debate regarding the existence of a glass ceiling, there is no country in the 
world where a glass ceiling does not exist.  Their research is consistent with the findings 
of Russo and Hassink (2012) and Pai and Vaidya (2009) who found the glass ceiling to 
be an international phenomenon.  Cabeza et al. (2011) further stated wages paid to 
women are impacted by gender stereotypes and the disadvantages women experience, 
such as limited training, few mentoring opportunities, and a general lack of support for 
career advancement, often create pay inequities. 
The notion of women being “less able” may relate to the feminine characteristics 
discussed by Isaac et al. (2012) regarding communal versus agentic behavior.  Issues 
regarding a lack of preparation and support that hinder women’s career opportunities are 
discussed in the third stream of this research study: role models, mentors, sponsors, and 
champions. 
Koneck’s (2006) research addresses work-life balance.   Using the Multifactor 
Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), Konecks (2006) assessed the leadership styles of 
women in middle and upper management positions to find out whether leadership style 
and level of management are correlated.  One of Koneck’s (2006) findings was that a 
significant percentage of middle managers do not actually aspire to upper level 
management due to their desire for work-life balance.  The following was quoted 
verbatim from a research participant who considered the demands not worth the rewards:  
I moved from middle management to upper management and recently got a 
promotion that places me in higher administrative position within the agency.  
However, the pay and benefits do not compensate for the amount of time and 
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responsibility that is required to complete the position. Of course balancing 
responsibilities and family is always an issue and at times family suffers because 
of work. (p. 84) 
 
Of significance, Koneck’s (2006) research did not find either a correlation or relationship 
between leadership style and level of management, meaning that both communal and 
agentic styles lead to successful career progression.   
Entrepreneurial opportunities: Opting out.  Another compelling theme related 
to the glass ceiling literature stream identifies the occurrence of women who are pursuing 
entrepreneurial opportunities at least in part due to their lack of professional advancement 
opportunities.  Mattis (2004) found approximately one third of women who started their 
own companies cited the glass ceiling and the inability to advance to executive levels as 
the primary reason they left their employment.  When confronted with gender barriers, 
women may be forging their own paths for success with entrepreneurial options in a 
variety of fields.   
Interestingly, Mattis’s (2004) research found female entrepreneurs possess more 
masculine (agentic) traits, supporting Isaac et al.’s (2012) research.  Buckalew et al.’s 
research (2012) suggested that women start their own businesses as an alternative to 
facing the glass ceiling.  However, the researchers posited that women may experience a 
second glass ceiling when they attempt to apply for financing.  
Summary: Glass ceiling.  In summary, the existence or non-existence of a glass 
ceiling as a barrier or obstacle inhibiting the professional advancement of women has 
been heavily debated throughout the literature for more than 30 years.  It is interesting to 
note that more recent research on this topic has been conducted abroad rather than in the 
United States.  Cotter et al. (2001) posited that a glass ceiling does exist as a result of 
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gender inequality.   Bihagen and Ohls (2006) found gender equality exists at lower 
levels of management but not at top levels.  In contrast, Russo and Hassink (2012) found 
that the glass ceiling exists at all levels of management and is most pronounced at top 
levels.   
Some of the literature identifies performance factors and desire for work-life 
balance as reasons for women not attaining the same level of leadership as men (Britt, 
2002; Leffel, 2002).  Koneck’s (2006) research also addressed work-life balance.  Chen 
(2005) found that mentoring had a significant impact on women’s ability to advance to 
executive levels.  The glass ceiling stream warrants additional research and discussion.  
Social Role Theory 
The second stream of research explores social role theory as related to women’s 
leadership success.  Social role theory relates to stereotypes and limiting mental models.  
The theory suggests that women face disadvantages when trying to excel professionally 
as a result of being assigned feminine traits (such as being nurturing and communal) 
rather than masculine traits (such as ambition and aggressive behavior), which limit their 
advancement potential (Isaac et al., 2012).  According to Isaac et al. (2012), if leadership 
is synonymous with masculine behavior, then women who emulate masculine behavior 
will rise to executive levels.  Their research further suggests that women who emulate 
male behavior are more likely to be accepted by men, more likely to find common ground 
with men, more likely to receive the support of men (as subordinates, peers, and 
superiors), and more likely to be promoted. 
According to Dulin (2007), social role theory focuses on interactions within 
specific social systems.  Gender roles encompass all aspects of male and female roles.  
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Social roles pertain specifically to family and work life roles.  Aligned with the topic 
of agentic behavior, homophily is a tendency toward wanting to associate with others 
who have similar characteristics.  
Homophily.  Buckalew et al. (2012) argued that women may not be perceived as 
possessing enough masculine traits, therefore creating a barrier to promotion.  Assessing 
women’s capacity for leadership in terms of masculine traits documents a trend toward 
homophily, people preferring to associate with those who are similar to them, not 
necessarily always of the same gender but exhibiting similar characteristics.  According 
to Ibarra (1993), homophily is not only the tendency to want to associate with people who 
are similar to oneself, but also to provide support to those with whom one shares similar 
characteristics.  As noted in Chapter 1, this tendency toward homophily impacts not only 
women, but people of color.  
Buckalew et al. (2012) advanced the concept that executive leaders such as CEOs 
are typically assumed to be white men.  Buckalew et al. explained that women are 
equally effective leaders, and in many cases, women are perceived to be more effective 
leaders than men because they focus on transformational leadership rather than 
transactional leadership (which is more characteristic of men) (Buckalew et al., 2012).  
Specific details regarding their research methodologies were unavailable.  
If those in power are typically men, and men prefer to associate with other men, 
women will have fewer career advancement opportunities.  Giscombe and Mattis (2002) 
articulate this trend.  Executives in power positions perpetuate their dominance by 
recruiting only those individuals who are similar to them.  Giscombe and Mattis (2002) 
discussed the importance of corporations becoming actively committed to diversification 
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strategies to reduce homophily and enable aspiring women more opportunities to offset 
the imbalance.  Giscombe and Mattis’s (2002) research with women identified four major 
barriers to diversifying the workforce: 
• Not having an influential mentor or sponsor  
• Lack of informal networking with influential colleagues 
• Lack of company role models who are members of the same racial/ethnic group 
• Lack of high visibility assignments (p.108) 
 
Giscombe and Mattis (2002) also commented on the importance of support from 
senior management.  To change the corporate culture, top executives must lead the way 
and establish equality as a strategic initiative.  In addition, this commitment must be 
cascaded down to all levels within the corporation and ongoing efforts must be visible at 
all levels of the corporate hierarchy.  The importance of role models, mentors, sponsors, 
and champions on women’s career advancement is discussed in the third stream of 
research. 
Insch, McIntre, and Napier (2008) raised the issue of older, white males 
dominating corporate environments and promoting “their own kind” (p. 21).  Insch et al. 
(2008) concluded that such myopic thinking has led to the departure of executive women 
who recognize the glass ceiling and a lack of opportunity and move on to other 
companies.  Insch et al.’s (2008) work also supports the research by Buckalew et al. 
(2012) regarding women opting out and pursuing entrepreneurial opportunities.  
Brown’s (2010) research also discussed tendencies toward homophily.  Brown 
surveyed 265 individuals referencing the idea of a “similarity attraction theory,” i.e., men 
preferring to promote those who are more like them.  She did not specifically use the 
term homophily but her meaning was clearly stated:   
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For similarity attraction to benefit a female executive, the female executive 
must believe that she has much in common with the male corporate leadership, 
and the male corporate leadership must believe that they have much in common 
with the female executive.  Both parties in the similarity attraction situation must 
participate in both the similarity and the attraction.  This indicates that both 
internal and external factors must act in concert for the glass ceiling to be broken. 
(Brown, 2010, p. 80) 
 
The lack of advancement for women may lead to a significant loss of talent in the 
corporate world, especially as discouraged women strike out on their own in 
entrepreneurial endeavors.  Women excluded from the talent pool may reflect their 
dissatisfaction with the current corporate environment by pursuing entrepreneurial 
opportunities, which in turn results in a potential reduction of women achieving executive 
level positions.  
Examples of homophily are not limited to exchanges between men and women; 
they also occur during interactions between different races.  Yee’s (2007) research study 
focused on female athletic directors and another aspect of homophily, suggesting that 
women of color were not afforded the same opportunities to advance as white male 
administrators.  Her study included eight successful women who ascended to high level 
positions in spite of barriers related to both gender and race.  She introduced the concept 
of homologous reproduction based upon possessing similar or even identical 
characteristics.  She described a method of organizational cloning in which Caucasian 
men typically bring in others who look like them and act like them.  “Those not part of 
the inner circle are treated as outsiders” (Yee, 2007, p. 21).  Yee (2007) also referenced 
the good old boy network as an obstacle to diversity in leadership.  Similar to Giscombe 
and Mattis’s (2002), Yee’s (2007) research suggested that mentors, most of them 
Caucasian males, can support women in their rise to executive positions.  
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Agentic behavior.  Drawing from existing research, Isaac et al. (2012) 
identified six barriers that related to the challenges women face in achieving leadership 
roles: (a) agentic behavior leads to success, (b) success does not equal acknowledgement 
of competence, (c) agentic women are deemed as competent but will receive opposition 
by successful men, (d) parenthood and lack of mobility are barriers to advancement, (e) 
stereotypic threat and identity safety (women are emotional and lack leadership abilities), 
and (f) equality equals greed.  In the first barrier, women who exhibit male characteristics 
such as self-confidence and ambition are more likely to achieve success even though they 
are socialized to be more passive.  In the second barrier, even when women achieve 
success, gender stereotyping occurs and her success is often attributed to luck instead of 
competence.  In the third barrier, even women who are clearly competent will be viewed 
as less likeable than men and might even be viewed with hostility because of their 
success.  In the fourth barrier, women might automatically opt out of leadership roles that 
deviate from cultural norms and are either unwilling or unable to relocate to advance their 
careers.  In the fifth barrier, women are stereotyped as too emotional and, therefore, 
lacking in leadership qualities.  In some instances, women actually begin to believe these 
stereotypes about themselves.  In the sixth barrier, women consistently rank themselves 
lower than men on measures of ability and salary expectations and experience more self-
doubt and fear of failure, especially when encountering hardships and obstacles.     
Isaac et al. (2012) asserted that there is no scientific research to validate the 
stereotype that women are naturally communal and men are naturally agentic.  They 
contend that both communal and agentic behaviors may be learned behaviors, regardless 
of gender.  Instead, they reference cultural stereotyping as a basis for discrimination 
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against women.  All the above barriers include examples of cultural stereotyping by 
both men and women regarding the appropriate societal roles for women.  For women to 
succeed in an environment dominated by men, women must emulate the behavior of men 
by demonstrating agentic behaviors.  Simply stated, aspiring leaders do not always need 
to be men to be promoted, but they do need to act like men in leadership roles, exhibiting 
confidence, assertiveness, toughness, and ambition to be taken seriously. 
Social stereotyping creates an environment that is conducive to prejudice and 
discrimination in the workplace.  Research conducted by Eagly and Karau (2002) sought 
to understand two types of prejudice: (a) not giving women fair consideration for 
leadership roles and (b) viewing women acting in an agentic capacity less favorably, 
which intersects with the third barrier described by Isaac et al. (2012).  They suggested 
these prejudices were based on different and inequitable mental models ascribed to men 
and women.  According to Eagly and Karau (2002), it is very difficult for women to 
achieve success when the characteristics that lead to success are defined as male 
characteristics and societal norms discourage women from exhibiting those 
characteristics.  If women exhibit agentic behaviors, they run the risk of being viewed as 
a threat and treated with hostility for deviating from societal norms.  In somewhat 
conflicting conclusions, they acknowledge that men are considered to be natural leaders 
and that women who demonstrate leadership traits such as assertiveness and self-
confidence are viewed less favorably by some men, which explains why men may be 
reluctant to sponsor or champion women especially if they are uncertain about their own 
prospects for career advancement. 
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Eagly and Karau (2002) further stated that these forms of prejudice manifest 
themselves in less favorable evaluations of women’s leadership potential and less 
favorable evaluations of their performance.  According to Eagly and Karau (2002), when 
all other things are equal, women are paid lower wages and receive fewer promotions that 
result in achieving executive positions because of gender discrimination.  Their research 
findings support the existence of a glass ceiling and, thus, suggest an intersection 
between this stream and the first one.  
The old boys/new boys.  The good old boy network explains the tendency of 
white men in positions of power to perpetuate their power by associating with others 
similar to themselves.  Baumgartner and Schneider (2010) interviewed seven women and 
focused on several issues that women face when encountering the glass ceiling.  One of 
those issues is the existence of the old boys/new boys network.  The researchers described 
this model as it relates to explaining historical attitudes regarding gender appropriate 
roles for women, expressed by the old boys, which prevent women from breaking the 
glass ceiling.  Baumgartner and Schneider’s model also explains the perpetuation of those 
same stereotypes with younger men who were classmates and co-workers but who did 
not embrace more progressive views of women: the new boys.  According to 
Baumgartner and Schneider (2010), the old boy/new boy network continues historically 
negative attitudes toward women by creating exclusivity and prevents women from 
breaking the glass ceiling.  Based on their conclusions, they recommended strategies for 
overcoming the exclusivity of the old boy/new boy network, including (a) not taking 
personal offense to being excluded and (b) taking initiative to invite themselves into the 
network using assertive behavior rather than aggressive behavior.   
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In the absence of the good old boy network, women must develop alternate 
strategies to achieve executive positions.  Davies-Netzley (1998) interviewed 16 men and 
women who served as presidents or CFOs of Fortune 500 companies.  The researcher 
focused on the perceptions of men versus women in leadership roles who achieved 
executive positions.  Davies-Netzley’s (1998) research questions were created to 
determine how similar men’s and women’s perspectives are in relation to corporate 
success and mobility as well as how women respond in a work environment dominated 
by men.   
Davies-Netzley (1998) found that men attributed their success to individual 
qualities such as working hard in addition to being smart and driven.  In contrast, women 
commented that preparation, hard work, and inner drive are not enough to succeed.  
Women’s success also depends upon the willingness of men to accept women in these 
senior roles.  Davies-Netzley (1998) concluded that Caucasian men in positions of power 
are often unwilling or unable to acknowledge women’s barriers to success.  According to 
Davies-Netzley (1998), executive men tend to underestimate the importance of the good 
old boy network and focus exclusively on individual qualities that helped them achieve 
success.  In addition, executive women posited that the shortage of women in senior 
positions is caused by gender discrimination reinforced by executive men in positions of 
power.  This research, like so much other, clearly indicates the need for men to actively 
support the advancement of women. 
Queen bee syndrome.  According to Keeton (1996), the queen bee syndrome is 
the behavior of women who have made it to the top and who appear unwilling to help 
other women achieve the same level.  The queen bee syndrome is relevant because men 
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have the advantage of the good old boy network; however, women do not have a 
similar support system.  The queen bee syndrome was discussed by the participants in 
Keeton’s (1996) research study.  Several women stated they do not wish to serve as 
mentors for other women.  One reason cited for being unwilling to support other women 
was jealousy.  Baumgartner and Schneider (2010) also referenced the queen bee 
syndrome in their research.  They posited that women who have achieved senior level 
positions tend to believe they made it completely on their own, through their own efforts, 
and that other women should do the same.  The queen bee syndrome represents the 
unwillingness of women helping other women, which is in stark contrast to the practice 
of championing on behalf of others to ensure their successful career advancement.  
Lyness and Thompson (2000) explored gender differences and how they impacted 
outcomes such as compensation.  This research compared 69 female executives to 69 
male executives in a quantitative study seeking to identify gender differences in both 
barriers and success strategies.  Surprisingly, Lyness and Thompson (2000) did not find 
much evidence of gender differences in organizational outcomes, indicating that 
executive women had achieved equity parity with executive men.  Similar to the good old 
boy network, men were now proactively engaged in helping women advance to executive 
level positions and receiving equal pay for equal work.  Women were now included in 
their network.  Developing relationships and internal networks were considered to be 
much more important for women than for men.  Perhaps because so few women hold 
positions of power and often receive no support from other women, the alliances they 
form with executive men are strategic and invaluable.  The research participants’ 
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relationships with men were directly associated with career success (Lyness & 
Thompson, 2000).   
It appears that those women who succeeded took a proactive approach.  
According to Lyness and Thompson (2000), men automatically receive the benefit of a 
support network; it comes with the territory.  Women need to be more proactive about 
getting assignments that groom them for executive positions.  The notion of women 
asking for greater responsibility and, the opportunity to prove their worth is yet one more 
example of self-confident, assertive, agentic behavior.  And, agentic behavior has been 
historically classified as masculine rather than feminine. 
The concept of privileged men giving women additional support and forging a 
path for them is not always supported either in literature or in practice.  According to 
Weil and Mattis (2003), the findings of a recent national survey of healthcare executives 
found that the great majority of women supported efforts to increase the proportion of 
women in senior healthcare management positions; however, only approximately half of 
all men supported such efforts.  Weil and Mattis concluded men in positions of authority 
and who receive higher salaries appear willing to help, whereas men who have yet to 
achieve this status may be reluctant to help, viewing women’s advancement as a threat to 
their own success.  If men and women are competing for the same promotions, then it 
appears logical men may be reluctant to help women advance to the next level if it is at 
their own expense.  Men who have already achieved executive positions have more to 
gain and less to lose by supporting women along their journey to executive level 
positions.   
  
45
According to Weil and Mattis (2003), men who perceive women as being 
treated unfairly take initiative and become proactive in helping women achieve parity 
with men.  Executive men who experience evidence of gender discrimination against 
women are more likely to use their power to correct the imbalance.  These men appear to 
be champions on behalf of women, providing the additional support women need because 
it is the right thing to do.  They may recognize gender inequities in the workplace and are 
in a position to implement positive changes in the interest of fairness. 
Summary: Social role theory.  In summary, social role theory explores 
tendencies toward agentic behavior, which is typically considered masculine (i.e., 
confident, decisive, assertive, and even aggressive).  Social role theory also explores the 
concept of homophily, a tendency of executive men to promote those who are most like 
themselves: other white men.  The continuing existence of a good old boy network further 
illuminates the barriers women face in their career advancement.  Individual performance 
and mentoring are two factors that seem to help women break through the glass ceiling, 
create their own paths to success, and overcome gender discrimination in the workplace. 
The Importance of Role Models, Mentors, Sponsors, and Champions 
Hegstad (2002) examined the role and importance of mentoring in career success 
and the necessity for top management to support strategic mentoring of women.  Hegsted 
interviewed 29 participants in 17 Fortune 500 companies.  Her research focused on 
providing a model for formal mentoring programs.  Hegsted emphasized the importance 
of engaging support at the highest levels of senior management.  She reported that the 
effects of formal mentoring programs have not been adequately researched.  Perhaps this 
gap can be further explored by understanding the lived stories of women who have 
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successfully navigated the corporate ladder with the support of mentors along their 
path.   If Davies-Netzley’s (1998) findings were correct in stating that women need the 
support of others to successfully advance in their careers, then further research regarding 
the support offered by role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions is warranted.   
Role models and mentors.  Mattis (2001) examined the role that mentors and 
role models play in women’s advancement to executive levels.  In a mixed-methods study 
that included focus groups (with over 300 participants), interviews (with over 80 
participants), and mail surveys (with over 1,700 participants) she focused on the role of 
middle and senior manager support in retaining and promoting women and minorities.  
She suggested that women need internal support to achieve their maximum career 
potential.  She further commented that only a few leading corporations have made the 
necessary adjustments to their cultures and work environments to enable women and 
people of color to advance.  Mattis (2001) found that a large number of women were 
leaving the corporate environment because of their inability to achieve executive 
positions.   
A number of examples of best practices to promote women at both large and 
smaller corporations were provided by Mattis (2001).  The Bank of Montreal, Procter and 
Gamble, Sara Lee Corporation, the law firm of Morrison and Foerster, and the Kroger 
Company exhibited several common elements, including that men at senior levels of 
management were spearheading these initiatives, typically the CEO.  These progressive 
initiatives were incorporated not only into the goals of the organization, but into the 
fabric of the organization, using action plans that were fully implemented and 
performance measures that were evaluated on an ongoing basis.   
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Salibia (2008) described how Prudential, a Fortune 500 company, with a CEO 
and corporate board that continually focused on diversity, set standards that cascaded 
down throughout their ranks.  The Prudential Vice President of Diversity described the 
need to attract and retain top talent to maintain global competitiveness.  According to 
Salibia (2008), to achieve company goals, all employees, men and women alike, need to 
be actively engaged.  Employees who experience artificial barriers will not be productive.  
They need to be supported by their administration.  As mentioned previously, the under-
utilization of female talent at the top level is of concern.  These exemplar companies 
serve as role models for U.S. companies and other companies throughout the world 
committed to better utilizing their entire workforce.  
Keeton (1996) also studied the influence of mentors on the promotional 
opportunities of successful women in senior levels of government.  Their sample 
population included 792 mid and upper management level women.  They received 341 
completed surveys and the majority of the respondents stated that mentors were important 
to their career advancement.  Over two thirds of the respondents said they received 
guidance from mentors and most of these mentors were male.  However, these 
participants also stated it was very difficult to obtain a mentor, which is a great reason for 
companies to take a proactive approach to formalize such networks.   
Sponsors and champions.  Broome (2008) drew from the Catalyst organization 
dataset; the organization is a research and advisory group committed to creating greater 
equity for women in the workplace.  Broome stated that in spite of recent strides to 
advance, women are still under represented on corporate boards.  Broome found that 
women are not considered for corporate board positions because they lack promotional 
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opportunities that groom them for board positions.  Broome’s research also described 
the phenomenon of token or “trophy” female board members who serve as figureheads.  
Their names are listed as active board members; however, their participation and ability 
to influence decisions is in question.  She acknowledged the lack of a clear career path 
for women to achieve board positions.  Men typically serve as CEOs first in order to be 
considered for board positions.  Considering there are so few female CEOs, women’s 
opportunities to achieve board positions are almost non-existent.  In summary, Broome’s 
research indicated that women are not selected as board members because they do not 
hold corporate leadership positions that prepare them for board roles.   
Broome’s (2008) research was theoretical in nature and defined champions in a 
manner similar to Mattis’s (2001) sponsors.  Her research is compelling because it was 
prescriptive; Broome identified several actions corporations should take.  For example, 
Broome suggested establishing direct paths for women who wish to achieve promotions.  
Broome identified the need for influential men to use their influence to create 
opportunities for women to obtain board service to advance their careers and create a 
more level playing field.  Broome (2008) recommended that male champions act 
proactively and create opportunities for talented women; without the support of such 
champions, women might otherwise not receive opportunities.   
According to Hoffman (2013), because men hold the majority of power positions, 
women should solicit the help of men and men should proactively advocate on behalf of 
talented women.  While women may sponsor other women, Hoffman suggested the 
scarcity of women in senior and executive positions makes that more difficult.   
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One example of women sponsoring other women was articulated by Jenkins 
(2013) who stated: 
In 1997, when I entered the industry by joining Bristol-Myers Squibb, I began to 
mentor and sponsor female colleagues with exceptional skills and strong 
ambitions, encouraging them to build a career but also to maintain a reasonable 
work-family balance.  To date, I’ve had the pleasure of supporting hundreds of 
talented women in science.  I have benefited greatly from men who have 
sponsored me, and I have in turn increasingly focused on paying this forward to 
the next generation of women leaders who are trying to have it all – a career and a 
family. (p. 2) 
 
As women increase their participation at executive levels, their ability and willingness to 
sponsor other women will likely also increase.  According to Ibarra, Carter, and Silva 
(2010): 
There is a special kind of relationship-called sponsorship-in which the mentor 
goes beyond giving feedback and advice and uses his or her influence with senior 
executives to advocate for the mentee.  Our interviews and surveys alike suggest 
that high-potential women are over mentored and under sponsored relative to their 
male peers – and they are not advancing in their organizations. (p. 2) 
 
Role models and mentors are important; however, sponsors and champions take 
the mentor/mentee relationship one step further in an effort to provide additional 
opportunities for talented women aspiring to executive levels.  Ragins et al. (1998) 
interviewed 20 female executives in the course of their research and found that over 90% 
of the participants stated they received mentoring during their careers and over 80% cited 
their mentors as contributing significantly to their career advancement.  Ragins et al.’s 
research participants stated that mentors were instrumental in their career advancement 
because of their ability to network, their visibility and credibility, and their ability to help 
overcome obstacles: 
I think mentoring is very important for career advancement because you have 
somebody who is there for you, will defend you, will reinforce the decisions that 
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you make with others…[mentors] help you understand the organization, to 
understand the players, to understand the personalities.  And they did that for me, 
but more importantly, whenever I had a problem, they’d stand up for me because 
they believed in me, and that’s invaluable. (Ragins et al., 1998, p. 32) 
 
According to the research participants, the support provided by mentors is 
significant and multi-faceted.  They serve as tour guides on foreign soil, interpreting the 
language and the customs and providing necessary support every step of the way.  
According to Ragins et al. (1998), while men have greater access and typically exert 
more influence over decisions, women mentors are in a better position to relate to barriers 
faced by women.   
In addition to the importance of proactive mentors, Ragins et al. (1998) identified 
several key factors that were expressed by virtually all the participants: work hard and 
exceed expectations, learn how to work well with men in order to be accepted by them, 
and ask for stretch assignments that provide company-wide visibility.  Therefore, 
mentorship is not the primary criteria for breaking the glass ceiling.  Women must be 
competent, have the ability to work well with others, and be willing to take on the tough 
jobs that enable them to earn the respect of others within the organization.   
Summary: Role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions.  In summary, role 
models, mentors, sponsors, and champions are not always available to assist women with 
career advancement.  Therefore, women need to create their own opportunities.  They 
should seek out those men and women who are not only influential but are willing to help 
them advance to executive levels.  Simply stated, the research appears to indicate that 
women need to decide what they want, determine who can help them achieve their goals, 
and not be reluctant to network or ask for help, especially from influential male leaders 
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because the majority of senior executive positions are still held by men.  The literature 
stream of role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions illustrates the phenomenon that 
even talented, ambitious, educated, experienced women benefit from the support of 
senior executives who hold positions of influence and authority.  This support exists 
along a continuum.  It begins with role models after whom women may pattern 
themselves, continues with mentors who take an active interest in their professional 
development, and ends with sponsors and champions, often used interchangeably, who 
intervene on behalf of women.  Advocacy from those in positions of power increases the 
likelihood that women will be included in the talent pool when promotions are considered 
and succession plans are formulated.   
Summary 
Research over the past 30 years has raised questions about the existence of a glass 
ceiling in the United States and in countries throughout the world.  The degree and 
severity of the glass ceiling differs based upon a multitude of variables; however, both 
quantitative and qualitative data support its existence.  Cabeza et al. (2011) asserted that 
“Despite the different perceptions about the concept, the reality is that there is no country 
in the world where the Glass Ceiling does not exist” (p. 77). 
Research identifies stereotypical gender roles as contributing to the glass ceiling.  
Research on gender roles provides both historical and cultural evidence that women have 
not achieved the same executive levels as men, all other things being equal.  Furthermore, 
the literature on social role theory seems to suggest there may be identifiable factors that 
may assist women in their quest for promotional opportunities and achieving parity with 
men.  For example, performing similar to their male peers, exhibiting agentic 
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characteristics such as being goal and action oriented, in addition to receiving support 
from role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions who can assist them in achieving 
their goals contribute to career advancement.  
Organizations with an objective to ensure women succeed at executive levels 
incorporate the advancement of women into their business plans.  They also cascade 
directives to promote women throughout all levels of the corporation.  These 
organizations embrace bold and proactive measures in an effort to provide talented 
women with top leadership roles.  In addition to better utilizing the entire work force, 
providing opportunities for women helps not only highly developed countries such as the 
United States but also helps developing countries where gender disparities are most 
pronounced.  
Coleman (2010) described the global concern that gender discrimination remains 
an issue for the majority of the world’s population regardless of country or culture.  
Stereotypes that limit career advancement for women persist.  Gender discrimination in 
the form of a glass ceiling limits opportunities and inhibits productivity, not just for 
individuals but for companies as well.  The three research streams, the glass ceiling; 
social role theory; and the support of role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions, 
provide a phenomenological lens for better understanding the research questions in the 
present research study. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to better understand the paths 
women take to achieve executive level positions, the obstacles they encounter, and the 
individuals who provide support to women along the way.  This study is 
phenomenological in nature.  This phenomenological research is qualitative research that 
explores the meaning of women’s experiences as they describe their successful career 
progression.  The specific research questions in the study were: 
1. How do women who succeeded in reaching the executive level describe their 
journey? 
2. What obstacles did they encounter on their path to the executive position? 
3. What assistance, support, advocacy, sponsorship or championship did they 
receive on the journey? 
Women continue to be underrepresented in executive level positions at large 
publicly held companies, which might indicate a need to understand obstacles and 
explore the meaning of providing greater support to women aspiring to executive level 
positions.  Through semi-structured interviews and artifact analysis, the researcher 
focused the study on the lived stories of successful female executives and the meaning 
they ascribe to the essence of their experiences.  This chapter describes the research 
design and rationale, the population interviewed, specific research methods employed, 
and ethical considerations of the study. 
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Research Design and Rationale 
The research design is qualitative in nature.  Interviews were the main source of 
data collection.  Interviewing select women who have achieved executive level positions 
provided an opportunity to hear the lived stories of successful women in their own voices 
as well as about the obstacles they may have encountered along their paths to success.  
The goal was to better understand their experiences and, more importantly, the meaning 
of those experiences, such as providing strong role models for, mentoring, sponsoring, 
and championing female candidates who aspire to executive level positions (Roberts, 
2010).  Three sources of data were used: interviews, artifact analysis, and reflection.  The 
multiple sources were used for purposes of triangulation to validate the accuracy of the 
data and reliability of the data. 
According to Moustakas (1994), phenomenological reflection explores the 
essences of experience in order to assign meaning.  Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber 
(1998) expanded on this concept of providing meaning by listening to the voices of 
people who explained their life journeys, identified their goals and how they found 
meaning within the context of their experiences.  Listening to the stories of executive 
women who have achieved their professional goals provides meaning and a basis for 
aspiring women to benefit from their journeys and possibly follow in their paths. 
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The women invited to be interviewed in this study were employed by one of 98 
Fortune 1000 companies in California.  A large majority of the top 98 companies are 
based in the San Francisco Bay Area, which provided geographical convenience.  The 
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women must have been in one of the following executive roles to participate: Vice 
President, Senior Vice President, Executive Vice President, President, CEO, CFO, COO, 
or Board Director.  
Site Description 
This research study required no specific site from which participants were drawn, 
as participants were drawn from multiple organizations.     
Site Access 
There were no site access issues to be considered.  Interviews were held at a 
location convenient for participants in a quiet, stable environment conducive to 
preventing interruptions.   
Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
This phenomenological research included interviews with eight executive women 
using the Fortune 1000 California list and snowball sampling.  Forty potential 
participants were contacted via email using the invitation to participate (see Appendix A).  
The email explained the purpose of the study, informed them of the anonymous nature of 
their participation, and described their involvement if they elected to participate.  
Potential participants were notified that the interviews would be recorded and once they 
confirmed their willingness to participate, they were requested to sign the consent 
protocol form prior to the interview (see Appendix B).  The first eight who responded to 
the email were selected for the research study. 
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In addition to the semi-structured interviews, artifacts that reflected aspects of 
the participants’ professional paths and successes were collected either directly from the 
participants or from public information available on the Internet.   
One-on-One semi-structured interviews.  Interviews occurred at the 
participants’ choice of location.  Interviews were 45-75 minutes in length, were recorded, 
and were later transcribed prior to the completion of any qualitative analysis.  Executive 
women are typically busy; therefore, scheduling did present issues and several interviews 
were rescheduled.  
Instrument description.  The semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix 
C) consisted of 12 open-ended questions designed to facilitate women telling their stories 
regarding their paths to executive levels, describing obstacles they may have encountered 
along their path, and identifying individuals who may have been instrumental in 
providing support along their journeys.  Probes were used to delve deeper into 
participants’ responses.  
Participant selection.  Purposeful sampling was used to “intentionally select 
individuals and sites to learn or understand the central phenomenon” (Creswell, 2012, p. 
206).   
Identification and invitation.  Several of the women interviewed in this study 
were based in the San Francisco Bay Area, which provided geographical convenience.  
All the women served in one of the following executive roles: Vice President, Senior 
Vice President, Executive Vice President, President, CEO, CFO, COO, or Board 
Director.  Forty potential participants were contacted via email using the invitation to 
participate (see Appendix A).  The email explained the purpose of the study, informed 
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them of the confidential nature of their participation, and described their involvement 
if they elected to participate.  
Data collection.  Subjects were requested to schedule approximately 60 minutes 
of uninterrupted time to describe their lived experiences.  An interview protocol was used 
to maintain a consistent series of questions and responses.  Subjects were notified that all 
interviews would be recorded using audio technology, including two audio recorders 
during the interview to assure a reliable record of the interviews.  After the interviews, 
the audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and coded using a descriptive coding 
method.  In vivo coding was also used to record participants’ verbatim comments.  
According to Saldaña (2009), in vivo coding “honor’s the participant’s voice” (p. 74).   
Pseudonyms were assigned to participants’ data to maintain anonymity.  The 
interview transcripts are stored in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s home in 
accordance with current IRB requirements.  All data have been maintained on a flash 
drive that is not accessible by Internet.   
Artifacts.  Artifacts that included Internet publications and other items that 
supported the personal stories of executive level women provided a research method that 
helped corroborate themes identified in the open-ended interviews.  Artifacts provide 
additional depth to the context of the interview process. 
Instrument description.  Artifacts were obtained from both printed pieces and 
electronic sources for each participant of this research study.  Researching artifacts assists 
in clarifying specific themes. 
Participant selection.  Artifacts may be obtained from recent business 
publications, company websites, and the interviewees themselves.   
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Identification and invitation.  First, the participants were asked if they would 
like to contribute related artifacts to this research study.  Press releases, earnings calls, 
reports to shareholders, etc. may provide rich resources.  Additionally, letters or notes 
from those who supported the participants in their career paths may further illuminate the 
path taken. 
Data collection.  Data were obtained, reviewed, and coded through normal 
channels.  Artifacts were sorted by type of artifact, pertinent dates, and related topics of 
interest.   
Reflection.  After descriptive and in vivo coding methods were completed 
interview transcripts and artifacts were reviewed again at several different points in time.  
Reflection provided the opportunity to ensure that all relevant findings were identified 
and the meaning assigned to the interviews by the participants was adequately 
represented which enabled further triangulation of the data. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
According to Johnson and Chistensen (2008), “When a researcher finds a 
meaningful segment of text, he or she assigns a code or category name to signify or 
identify that particular segment” (p. 535).  Coding allowed for the identification of 
themes and patterns throughout the data (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012).  A master list 
of all codes utilized throughout this study was maintained to facilitate comprehensive 
data analysis.  Creswell (2012) recommended using a limited number of themes, “such as 
five to seven” (p. 511).  Coding themes provided a rich context and illustrated patterns 
and synergies apparent in this research study.  
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Coding 
According to Saldaña (2009), “Descriptive coding summarizes in a word or short 
phrase –most often as a noun –the basic topic of a passage of qualitative data” (p. 70).  
Descriptive coding was utilized first to identify recurrent topics.  Next, in vivo coding, 
also known as “Literal Coding” and “Verbatim Coding,” (Saldaña, 2007, p. 74) was 
employed to bring the voices of the participants alive within the research context.  The 
transcripts of all eight participants were coded using these methods.  Triangulation was 
facilitated through the use of interviews, artifacts, and reflection to evaluate corroboration 
and credibility of the data (Creswell, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2008).  All data were 
analyzed with the intent of exploring those experiences that lead to successful outcomes 
for ambitious, talented women who aspired to senior and executive level positions and 
were successful in achieving their goals. 
According to Johnson and Christensen (2008), phenomenology “refers to the 
description of one or more individuals’ consciousness and experience of a 
phenomenon…the purpose of phenomenological research is to obtain a view into your 
research participants’ life-worlds and to understand their personal meanings” (p. 395).  It 
involves analyzing the essences of the lived experiences with the intent of not 
misinterpreting or otherwise influencing the data as a result of researcher bias.  Johnson 
and Christensen (2008) described the importance of bracketing or suspending any 
preconceived notions about the phenomenon being studied.  “When you bracket your 
preconceptions, you set aside your taken-for-granted orientation toward it, and your 
experience of the phenomenon becomes part of your consciousness” (Johnson & 
Christensen, 2008, p. 396).   
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According to Moustakas (1994), “The steps of Phenomenological Reduction 
include: Bracketing, in which the focus of the research is placed in brackets, everything 
else is set aside so that the entire research process is rooted solely on the topic and 
question” (p. 97).  When the researcher utilizes bracketing, it enables the research to 
speak for itself without being encumbered by biases of the researcher. 
Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) also discussed the importance of bounding or 
bracketing whereby the researcher maintains a distance to avoid influencing outcomes 
either by leading participants in how they describe their experiences or interpreting 
results that might align with the researcher’s biases.  In addition to bracketing, 
triangulating the data helps minimize such biases.  
Ethical Considerations 
Creswell (2012) identified an important ethical consideration in qualitative 
research.  Because participants share their personal stories, it is difficult to ascertain 
whether their stories are, in fact, accurate.  Often stories recalled from memory become 
selective or even embellished.  Triangulation of the data through the use of interviews, 
reviewing artifacts, and reflection helped minimize this possible effect.  According to 
Moustakas (1994), phenomenology focuses on self-reported experiences not 
mathematical analyses.  Therefore, researcher focus is on perceived meaning attributed 
by the participants, not on determining absolute truth. 
This research must also ensure compliance with IRB standards.  Participants’ 
confidentiality and all relevant research data were protected throughout the study.  
According to Johnson and Christensen (2008), protecting the confidentiality of research 
participants is a critical responsibility of the researcher.  Informed consent for 
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participation was obtained from all participants.  Participants were notified that any 
sensitive information participants desired to exclude from this study, at their request, 
would be excluded.   
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of successful 
women who have achieved senior and executive level positions.  Using a 
phenomenological approach, the goal of the study was to better understand the paths 
taken by women who have succeeded in reaching senior and executive levels, the 
meaning revealed about any obstacles they encountered on their paths, and how these 
women describe those who assisted them on their journey.  According to Moustakas 
(1994), phenomenological reflection explores the essences of experience to assign 
meaning.  This research was actionable in nature.  This study seeks to influence industry 
best practices regarding the enhanced utilization of female talent in senior and executive 
leadership roles.  This phenomenological research study explored the following research 
questions: 
1. How do women who succeeded in reaching the executive level describe their 
journey? 
2. What obstacles did they encounter on their path to the executive position? 
3. What role modeling, mentoring, sponsorship or championship did they receive 
on the journey?  
Twelve semi-structured interview questions were designed to elicit rich 
descriptions of perceived extrinsic experiences and intrinsic qualities that enabled the 
eight participants to achieve senior and executive level positions.  Extrinsic experiences 
included questions pertaining to education, training, and work experiences that prepared 
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women for their current roles in addition to circumstances surrounding promotions and 
job changes throughout the course of their careers.  The participants were asked to 
describe their perceptions of differentiators that enabled them to achieve promotions over 
other qualified candidates.  Participants were also asked about their future career plans.  
Several questions were intended to identify individuals who were instrumental in their 
career progression and specifically to describe the influence of role models, mentors, 
sponsors, and champions.  Participants were asked to describe obstacles and challenges 
they encountered throughout their journey and to describe how individuals may have 
assisted them along the way.    
Participants were also asked to describe intrinsic qualities believed to affect their 
rise to senior and executive level positions.  Questions regarding their values, beliefs, and 
assumptions were asked to provide rich, descriptive data and provide a better 
understanding of the phenomenological experience of these highly successful women.  In 
addition, the participants were asked to describe their viewpoints on the existence or non-
existence of a glass ceiling, any advice they had for women seeking promotions, and any 
suggestions they had for companies interested in ensuring qualified women receive 
equitable promotional opportunities.  All participants are introduced prior to describing 
the findings, results, and interpretations of this study.   
Participants 
Each of the eight participants was assigned a pseudonym by the researcher. 
Participant 1: Sally.  Sally works as a Vice President leading a sales initiative for 
an east coast company that desires to improve results at their west coast division.  Sally 
explained that the east coast division is highly successful and the company was looking to 
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replicate those results on the west coast with the right leadership.  Sally began her 
career as a summer intern and was able to work her way up through the ranks with the 
company over 20 years.  She also relocated her family from the mid-west to the west to 
advance her career.  Her focus was on finding individuals in her current company that 
would help her get to the next level and on not being afraid to take risks and fail.  “I’ve 
always made sure I surround myself with people, my cheerleaders, so that I can fail with 
a safety net.  And when I do succeed, they sing my praises so loudly that it gets to the 
entire organization.”  Sally has also actively networked throughout her career and has 
taken advantage of executive coaching opportunities sponsored by her company.   
Sally is married with children and maintaining a work/life balance is important to 
her.  She proudly discussed her achievements and she looks forward to additional 
challenges and opportunities within her company.  She described herself as an innovator 
who is very “results oriented.”  “I think the biggest thing for me is I’ve always wanted to 
do something challenging.  I set goals and objectives and go beyond that and then set a 
new set of goals and objectives.”  She proudly proclaimed that her west coast division has 
outperformed the east coast division, quadrupling the size of business under her 
leadership. 
Participant 2: Nancy.  Nancy worked as President and CEO of a health care 
organization and recently took a step back into a Director role.  
I found work very satisfying, however, it really required 70 hours a week.  I didn’t 
find that oppressive most of that time.  So, when I started noticing it bothered me 
was when I knew I wanted to do something different with my career life. 
 
Nancy described herself as very mission driven, seeking to make an impact.  During most 
of her adult life, her career has taken priority.  She has a passion for the work, which 
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made it easy to put in long hours.  She also described the importance of networking in 
her career progression and specifically working with a high level executive.  “That turned 
out to be the launching pad for my being able to develop a national reputation.”  Nancy 
described her ability to hold her own in meetings, even with subject matter experts who 
held advanced degrees.  Nancy explained that typically she was the only woman in the 
room.  She considered her small stature a benefit because the men who worked for her 
were not threatened by her.  Conversely, she perceived taller women as having an 
advantage because they were viewed as being more natural leaders by male colleagues.  
Nancy referenced her strong analytical skills, refined communication skills, and ability to 
put in the time (long hours), in addition to a high level of visibility, as primary 
contributors to her career success.  As Nancy nears retirement, her goal is to make a 
contribution without the additional responsibility of leading a team.   
Participant 3: Linda.  Linda is President and EVP of a nationally known retail 
company with a very strong brand.  Linda spent her entire career (over 30 years) in this 
industry and worked her way up from an entry-level position.  Linda repeatedly 
referenced the three Ds she lives by: desire, drive, and determination, keys to her career 
success.  “If you really have this desire to win and you're dedicated to what you are 
doing, you can succeed.”  In addition, Linda is not afraid to ask for what she wants.  
Hoping to land her first job after finishing two years in a fashion merchandising program, 
she contacted the President of a large well known retail company with a request: “Please 
help me understand what experience I need to come before company ABC…to look for a 
job.”  She was contacted by Human Resources and hired within two months.  Linda 
explained that she is always doing several jobs at once and has a very strong work ethic, a 
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propensity for multi-tasking and a larger than normal capacity for taking work on and 
achieving results.  She also described the importance of being visible within her company 
and assuming stretch assignments and new responsibilities that expanded her skill set.  
Linda offers a primary reason why she has a competitive advantage over others:  
If I'm equally qualified, if you're going to go for one of two people, but you know 
one has a large capacity for work and will do whatever it takes to get the job 
done…I think that gives me the edge.  
 
Similar to Sally, Linda is married with children and her family relocated with her 
to take advantage of a career opportunity offered by her company.  She stresses that 
obtaining international experience early on in her career was a differentiator for her.  
Similar to Sally and Nancy, Linda described the importance of building relationships 
throughout her career and leveraging those relationships to advance her career.   
Participant 4: Larissa.  Larissa currently serves as a Senior Vice President for a 
large nationally known investment company.  Similar to Sally, Nancy, and Linda, she 
also worked her way up from an entry level position as a file clerk.  Larissa explained 
that she works in a male-dominated profession that is completely performance driven.  
Her promotions have all been related to her ability to grow her business.  Unlike several 
other participants who were single-mindedly working toward career progression in their 
chosen field, Larissa landed her first professional position in an investment company 
quite accidently, as the result of a male colleague’s referral.   
He sort of asked me questions about what I was doing, and graduating with a 
degree in finance, you know, what are you going to do?  And I said, I have no 
idea.  I have no idea.  And he said well, you should think about doing this.  And I 
said, well, why?  And he explained, well, it’s a lot of fun and you can make 
yourself some pretty good money.  And I’m like, okay.  So that’s literally how I 
fell into this job. 
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Larissa also explained her strong work ethic and relentless desire to succeed as 
differentiators: “I would make a hundred phone calls a day, just trying to get clients.”  
Similar to Linda, she stresses the importance of determination.  She described herself as 
highly accountable and tenacious.  In addition to focusing on the importance of 
developing strong business relationships with peers, she emphasized the need to cultivate 
familial relationships with her customers.  Larissa explained that she is single with no 
children and therefore has not experienced any work/life balance issues due to her long 
work hours.   
Participant 5: Stephanie.  Stephanie is a Vice President for a health care 
company in the San Francisco Bay Area.  She received her undergraduate degree in 
political science from a prestigious liberal arts college in the northeast.  She went to 
medical school and also earned a medical doctorate, later deciding to serve as an 
administrator instead of practicing clinical medicine.  She distinguished herself early on 
in developing programs designed to treat HIV-AIDS patients at the very beginning of the 
AIDS epidemic.  “So I was lucky, again I was lucky, I mean, there was the ability to be 
recognized as a kind of national HIV/AIDS expert.”  She worked very closely with the 
CEO of her company, who mentored her early in her career.  She benefited from the 
mentorship of other dedicated highly accomplished individuals, some of whom came to 
her company from the National Institutes of Health.  She is very proud of her social 
conscience and her ongoing passion for her work, which is grounded in her early affinity 
for political activism.  She is a lifelong learner as evidenced by her multiple degrees and 
her continuing passion for improving the qualities of others’ lives.  “The inherent quality 
is I love to learn.” 
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Stephanie’s husband is a physician and a college professor.  Similar to other 
participants, Stephanie discussed work/life balance and how she passed up a promotional 
opportunity to work in the Washington, DC area that would have required an ongoing 
cross-country commute.  Stephanie explained how supportive her husband has been of 
her career and the benefits her daughters have received as a result of his ongoing 
involvement in their lives.  “In retrospect, I think it was the best thing that ever happened 
in terms of the bonding of his relationships with our kids.” 
Participant 6: Kathy.  Kathy is a CFO who has worked for a large international 
company for a number of years.  Similar to other participants, she has been at her 
company for over 25 years, and she worked her way up from an entry-level position.  She 
is a Certified Public Accountant who earned her degree and certification by attending 
night school while working for a large public accounting firm.  Kathy exhibits 
tremendous admiration for her mother, a widow who raised three children completely on 
her own, which made a strong impression on Kathy.  “And so, being able to be self-
sufficient and able to support myself was really important because my mom couldn’t 
support me through college, you know, you basically have to find your own way.”  
Kathy described how her religious upbringing created a strong desire to please 
others and how she consciously worked very hard to develop a voice of her own.  
“Finding my voice was very important.  And I didn’t really find my voice until my mid-
20s, I’d say, my strong voice.  I had a voice but it wasn’t my prominent voice, my strong 
voice.”  Kathy also shared how she never really planned for the CFO position, it just kind 
of happened.  She worked very hard for a very long time and the rewards came.  She was 
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recruited by the former CEO of her company who championed her promotion and 
paved the way for the board to approve her appointment to the CFO position. 
Participant 7: Alisa.  Alisa is the President and CFO of a large retail company 
with a very strong national brand.  Alisa’s parents were immigrants who relied on her at a 
very early age to help them navigate a foreign culture.  She described her upbringing as 
fostering independence.  “Because they didn’t know how to navigate this country, they 
never told me what to do.  They gave me the freedom to choose.”  Alisa studied the 
humanities and later economics.  She credits her ability to analyze, communicate 
effectively, and take a holistic approach to problem solving as contributing to her ability 
to lead her company.  She also described herself as having strong intellectual curiosity 
and a willingness to embrace new challenges. 
“I would say the ability to think critically and holistically to solve a problem.  
That’s number one.  Two, I think a fearlessness in tackling the unknown and new 
challenges.  And three, it’s just really an intense intellectual curiosity.”  Similar to other 
participants, Alisa also received international experience early in her career, which she 
described as a strong differentiator that contributed to her rise to an executive level 
position. 
Participant 8: Patricia.  Patricia is a trained attorney who practiced law for over 
30 years.  She currently serves as Vice President for an action-oriented research 
company.  She described herself as highly analytical, someone who is very passionate 
about her work, and someone who excels at solving problems.  She held a number of 
leadership roles throughout the course of her career that took her away from the work she 
loves: working for women’s rights and social reform.   
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I guess I would just say that I kept moving into leadership roles and, by 
definition, that took me farther away from actually doing the work as I became 
responsible for an organization or for a staff or for a budget.  And in my [current 
role], I wanted to go back to doing the work, rather than being responsible for an 
organization.  So that’s been my most recent demarcation. 
 
Similar to Kathy, Patricia stated she never aspired to be in an executive level 
position.  “So I never thought of myself in a career track. I thought of myself as someone 
who chose to do work because of what I could accomplish in that work, and what I could 
accomplish was always around a social purpose.”  Patricia discussed the importance of 
networking and referenced an example of a feminist lawyer who recommended her for 
her current position.     
Findings 
According to Moustakas (1994), phenomenological reflection explores the 
essences of experience in order to assign meaning.  In this phenomenological study, eight 
common findings served to illustrate the lived experiences of these senior and executive 
level women.  All eight women were highly accomplished within their given fields.  
Their stories varied in terms of their individual paths, yet their stories shared a number of 
similarities as noted in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6. Common findings among participants. 
1.  All participants repeatedly emphasized the importance of role models, 
mentors, sponsors, and champions on their path to senior and executive level 
positions. 
2. All participants stated that superior performance and visibility within their 
respective companies strongly influenced their promotional opportunities.  
Stretch assignments were perceived as examples of differentiators 
contributing to their ability to be positively evaluated by direct supervisors 
and other senior managers. 
3. All participants described the significance of networking and building strong 
relationships both within and outside their companies as critical to securing 
promotions. 
4. All participants shared examples of the need to constantly pursue new 
challenges and of assuming additional responsibilities as contributing to their 
advancement.  Often, the ability to think innovatively and take risks was 
woven into their stories. 
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5. All participants discussed the importance of setting and achieving goals as 
part of their stories.  For several participants, goals were extrinsic such as 
achieving specific levels accompanied by financial rewards.  For others, their 
goals were described as intrinsic, such as following their personal passions.  
The pursuit of extrinsic and intrinsic goals was not mutually exclusive. 
6. The majority of participants identified family support as an integral 
component that contributed to their success.  Work/life balance was also 
discussed repeatedly. 
7. All participants explained how possessing self-confidence, having a strong 
voice, and communicating effectively were important attributes in their rise to 
senior and executive level positions.  Demonstrating integrity and 
transparency when communicating was often included as part of effective 
behaviors that led to promotional opportunities. 
8. All participants perceived very few, if any, obstacles that hindered or even 
postponed their rise to senior and executive level positions.  Participants 
described their journeys as arduous at times, often involving tremendous 
personal commitment in terms of time and preparation on their part.  
However, a number of participants characterized their experiences as 
responding to challenges, not obstacles, and emphasized how addressing these 
challenges effectively increased their opportunity to rise within their 
respective organizations. 
These findings are discussed in more detail and are supported by verbatim 
comments to provide a foundation for interpreting results.  Rich, descriptive 
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representations of the participants’ voices are offered to provide a deeper 
understanding of the experiences that occurred during their journeys. 
Finding One: All participants emphasized the importance of role models, mentors, 
sponsors, or champions on their path to senior and executive level positions 
 
One of the primary findings of this study was the importance of career support 
provided to all participants of this study.  Every participant (8 of 8, 100%), described 
individuals who were instrumental in their career success.  Specific term definitions were 
not provided to study participants because the interview questions were intended to be 
open-ended with the goal of better understanding their perceptions instead of introducing 
any researcher bias by narrowly defining levels of support. 
Role models.  Role models were identified often as family members in the 
examples provided by Linda and Kathy who described their parents as hard-working 
people with a strong work ethic and Alisa’s description of her aunt who was a very 
talented entrepreneur. 
From a role model perspective, I reflect on my parents as being the first role 
models of teaching me hard work, accountability and empowerment, in a way. 
(Linda) 
 
Alisa discussed her aunt, who started her own business and ran a very successful 
company, being an important role model for her as a child and still, to this day.    
Even though she didn’t really intentionally try to be my role model, just looking 
to her stories, and understanding, seeing an example of somebody who was 
fearless, I said oh, I should do that, too.  I always thought that she was the coolest 
thing… growing up.  
 
Kathy described her mother as an outstanding role model who worked hard her 
entire life and raised three children alone.   
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Mentors.  Alisa was emphatic as she explained her perception of the influence 
of others as mentors.   
So circumstances where I reached for promotions and job changes, I think the 
common theme is I have got mentors and all of us do. Anybody who tells you that 
they got there by themselves is lying or has a really big ego.  
 
In some examples, women participants actively requested help with their careers from 
mentors; however, in other instances these women were sought out by individuals both 
within and outside their companies and given advice, support, and direction.  Sally 
described a family friend who brought her into her company. 
He said I would like to provide you with an internship and see if this is something 
that you like.  So that’s how things started.  
 
However, Sally also sought out mentors throughout her career. 
So with each, even at that level, I said hey how do I get to these other levels?  Of 
course, humility is a big piece of that, you can’t say from an intern how do you 
get to be the CEO in a company.  But how do I get to each one of these levels? 
And with that conversation, and it still happens today, how to build those 
objectives into my professional [or my career development plan] And then how 
do I gain those experiences. 
 
Sponsors.  Within the context of this research study, sponsors were described by 
one participant in terms of being forward thinking influencers.  
So I benefited when I was an early analyst from a social phenomenon which was 
a governor at a time who wanted to see more women considered for management 
positions and I was identified by the leadership of the large department I was 
working in as a possible candidate for promotion and being targeted earlier on in 
my career for consideration was really important.  And to your question, I would 
say, that person was a sponsor. (Nancy) 
 
Linda explained the importance of having allies who are in a position to influence 
promotional decisions within companies.  Such allies are purposeful in their desire to 
achieve gender equity and have the ability to affect decisions that promote gender equity. 
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Those people are looking out for your best interest and the best interest of the 
company that you're working for, so I think they provide a great balance. 
 
Sponsors also tend to possess political astuteness.  They can be very helpful in assisting 
women navigate corporate environments.  Larissa described a mentor/sponsor at her 
company: 
He said to me, you’re going to hear a lot of negative noise…He said, “just put 
your head down and make your calls and don’t listen to any of that.”  And that 
was, I took that to heart, and I remember I used to sit out in the board room and 
there’d be five or six newbies standing where they’re all bitching and complaining 
about what was going on.  And I’m just not going to let that, I’m not going to 
listen to that.  Because I’m too driven to do better, and I’d only get bogged down 
in that…None of those five people that were standing around complaining are 
here.  
 
Champions.  Champions provided an additional level of support because they not 
only have the ability to influence, but they often served in a decision-making role 
themselves.  Kathy illustrated the support she received from the former CEO of her 
company who now serves as a board member. 
So, I worked with the CEO who recruited me who is since retired, he’s on our 
board also.  I had worked with him over the years and I look local.  So, there was 
a level of trust there, I'm sure too.  He knew me.  He knew what I could bring to 
the table.  So certainly I am, he gave me a leg up to the opportunity with the board 
and selling me to the board basically.  
 
Alisa described her research assistant position with the chair of his department as a 
launching pad for her career.   
Well, that professor, right, at UCLA, who gave me that first job as RA kind of set 
me off on this whole path.  My boss at…who appointed me, basically the CFO of 
…when I was 31. Those are two professional relationships [as examples].  
 
The distinctions between levels of support are often blended, as described by Patricia. 
There was a board chair of an organization I worked for who was a mentor.  I’ve 
had a lot of champions in my life.  That same board chair who I said was a mentor 
has been a lifelong champion of mine.  So there have been many.  
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The importance of role models, mentors, sponsors, or champions served as a 
key differentiator for all participants.  All of the women interviewed described support 
they received on their path to senior and executive level positions as contributing to their 
professional success. 
 
Finding Two: All participants stated that superior performance and visibility within 
their respective companies strongly influenced their promotional opportunities 
 
All participants (8 of 8, 100%) stated that their work performance and, more 
importantly, others’ perceptions of their superior work performance facilitated their 
ability to obtain promotions within their companies.   
And I think because of how I approached my career, I got that level of mastery at 
the skills that were needed in my field quickly just because I put my time in.  I 
think that willingness to engage was important to my success. (Nancy) 
 
For Stephanie, her work ethic and, more importantly, the recognition of her achievements 
helped her career progression: 
So I was lucky, again I was lucky, I mean, there was the ability to be recognized 
as a kind of national HIV AIDS expert.  
 
Alisa also mentioned luck as a factor of advancement: 
I never aspired to the job that I’m sitting in right now.  It happened organically.  I 
didn’t do it because I wanted a title.  I did want a job with…because it interested 
me, it’s a challenge, and if I did it well, if I’m lucky enough, I’m in an 
organization where my boss recognized my contribution and rewarded me 
accordingly.  
 
These participants spoke with humility regarding their ability to excel within their 
companies and attributed their career progression in part to luck.  However, their strong 
work ethic reflected by their performance resulted in both recognition and rewards from 
their employers. 
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There’s an element of being validated by someone who was trusted, by 
whoever made the hiring decision. (Patricia) 
 
Interestingly, these participants seemed somewhat unaware of their value to their 
companies until their contributions were validated through promotions.  They stayed 
focused and worked long and hard, and others took notice of the value they brought to 
their companies and rewarded them with promotional opportunities. 
Stretch assignments.  Several participants talked specifically about their level of 
commitment to their organizations beyond their normal duties and their willingness to 
take on new and challenging roles.    
Because I do have a large capacity for work, I've had managers, very much, who 
have me in a specific role or project where I have to deliver results, but they've 
been asked or they have nominated me to go on a project that's outside of their 
scope.  Because A, they think it will get me the experience and the.... it's not 
notoriety.  I want to say exposure. (Linda) 
 
Linda described her company as willing to take risks and take chances on her ability to 
learn, adapt, and excel within new roles.  Her company has faith in her and her ability to 
adapt and succeed. 
I think organizations and leaders of organizations see that and value that, and so, 
when there's the step up that maybe is a bigger step than they might feel 
comfortable that I'm ready for, they actually know that whatever it takes, I will 
figure out how to take that giant step.  
 
In several instances, the participants had the opportunity to receive international 
experience working for their companies which provided excellent visibility.  They 
expanded their previous skill set and their international experience served as a 
differentiator among their peers, which elevated their path to an executive level. 
Then my next big break was when I went over to Asia…I applied for the job and 
got it, and within three weeks I’d moved, between interviewing and moving to…  
It was a pretty tough assignment, but I went toward the tough assignment. I would 
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say that I was never afraid to go for the tough assignments, because that’s what 
I thought was the most challenging and interesting.  And because I was doing well 
in these difficult assignments, it set me apart from my peers, and I got promoted 
because my bosses recognized the contribution and maybe a sense of quality that 
they didn’t see in other people. (Alisa) 
 
Similar to Alisa, Linda received a foreign assignment in Australia.  She discussed 
the importance of timing and willing to embrace new opportunities, “Sometimes it is 
really about being in the right place at the right time.”  Kathy described her path as 
unintentional: 
So, years ago when I was climbing the ladder, I didn’t ever realize I was climbing 
the ladder.  It just kind of like I said, it just kind of happened.  But climbing a 
ladder is kind of what I've always done through life, you know, because I always 
wanted to play hard and do as much as I possibly could do and have fun along the 
way.  
 
Superior performance and visibility within their respective companies strongly 
influenced their promotional opportunities.  These participants all excelled at their jobs, 
willingly took on challenging stretch assignments, and were ultimately recognized and 
rewarded by their companies for their above average performance. 
Finding Three: All participants described the significance of networking and 
building strong relationships both within and outside their companies as critical to 
securing promotions 
 
Networking and building strong relationships was discussed by all participants (8 
of 8, 100%).  Sally stressed the importance of building relationships as a method of 
learning about herself and increasing her workplace effectiveness. 
And so I find that building relationships with individuals is very important and 
throughout those relationships they have found areas where they thought was my 
strength.  And what to build on, to the flip side, and also provide me with learning 
opportunities so things like my weaknesses, or to stop me so I could use that 
constructive criticism to continue to improve… you surround yourself with people 
that help you to be successful.  
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Linda referenced co-workers and the importance of building relationships 
among her peers as integral to earning her place as a leader. 
I think why I would have been selected is also my reputation of being a leader, 
being a team player, being respected by both my peers, as well as the teams that I 
lead and manage…then, from a coworker perspective, I think there are coworkers 
who do play champions, who are supportive. It is really the relationships you 
build, throughout your career or somewhere, where you get people who will 
champion your cause.  (Linda) 
 
Leaders earn respect and loyalty from their peer group.  This respect not only 
enhances their reputation within their companies, but also accelerates their opportunities 
to advance by creating consensus regarding their abilities and their value to the 
enterprise.   
Larissa commented on the importance of external relationships and building a 
strong network as contributing to her financial success that led to promotional 
opportunities within her company. 
So it’s a lot of relationship management, as much as, the transition in this 
industry…and I think, again, it’s because I’m autonomous, and yet, I mean, I’m 
only really accountable to the clients.  
 
Stephanie discussed an external role model who helped her build relationships 
and expand her network, someone who helped her along her journey and encouraged her 
to reach out to others. 
So, through him, he was very good at just connecting you to other people… 
because in the end so much of this is about relationships right?  Just to realize that 
helping others with their agendas often comes back and pays back to you and 
either directly or indirectly in some big cosmic way I guess that the concept of, of 
network and networking is just, uhm, absolutely key and frankly is why I think 
folks who kind of come from, uhm, more of a privileged educational back to-- 
background et cetera, kind of get that step up… it's kind of creating your own, a 
little about kind of creating your own village if you will, uhm, within the work 
context.  
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Kathy pursued more formal networking services offered by a friend. 
But I remember inviting one of my friends over who does organizational 
workforce mentoring.  And I was going to pay her, you know, just coach me 
through this because I remember when I first said yes to the job.  And she helped 
me, she helped ground me, put me back down on the ground and said, you know, 
the first 90 days, this is what you need to focus on.  
 
Patricia told her story about a work colleague who was instrumental in helping 
her move ahead in her career. 
In that job I met someone who was very helpful to me, and in part because of that 
relationship I became aware of an opportunity that I applied for and took… And 
this was a just created opportunity and I was able to jump into it.  So I consider 
that really the start of my career, even though it wasn’t my first job.  She told me 
about the opportunity.  So I, her husband was a partner in the law firm I worked 
at, she is, was then, and still is a noted women’s rights legal mind.  
 
Networking and building strong relationships both within and outside their companies was critical  
to securing promotions for all participants.  Overlap occurred among mentoring, 
networking, and building relationships; however, all categories represent varying degrees 
of support received by women on their path to senior and executive level positions and 
their stories illustrate pivotal points in their careers. 
Finding Four: All participants shared examples of the need to constantly pursue 
new challenges and to assume additional responsibilities as contributing to their 
advancement 
 
All the participants (8 of 8, 100%) expressed a desire to willingly embrace new 
challenges on their path to senior and executive level positions.  They welcomed new 
opportunities and referenced their capacity to take on large workloads.  Kathy used a 
great analogy to characterize her desire to assume new challenges. 
I have a good friend, she could be my daughter.  We are like besties at this point 
and age has some boundaries sometimes but we went to Paris together for my 50th 
birthday because my husband had no desire to go to a big city.  And I've always 
wanted to go to Paris and I remember there was this pastry shop that just was kind 
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of a metaphor for just life in general but there is this pastry shop and they had 
just to die for pastry and I don’t know if whether we were just in Paris and it was 
fun and that everything was so good but I remember getting back to our hotel 
room and we had the pastries and she is like, would you like more?  And then, so 
now,  it’s become like this really funny thing between us and, you know, it’s five 
years later and I'm, and we still kind of say, would you like more?  You know, 
you always want more, right?  So how do you define that?  How do you get more 
of whatever it is that you're looking for in life?  First, you have to forget what it is 
and then you just have to go after it and then you just have to ask for it.  So, but 
be careful what you ask for, you might just get it.  
 
Intellectual curiosity and fearlessness.  The participants were constantly seeking 
additional opportunities to learn.  Several participants demonstrated a strong intellectual 
curiosity and a type of fearlessness.  Alisa described the intrinsic qualities that helped her 
to achieve an executive level position.   
I would say the ability to think critically and holistically to solve a problem. 
That’s number one.  Two, I think a fearlessness in tackling the unknown and new 
challenges. And three, it’s just really an intense intellectual curiosity.  I’m just 
curious about the world… there’s nothing that I can’t solve.  And if I can’t solve 
it, then it is what it is.   
 
Alisa also set herself apart from her peers by assuming new challenges.  Often these 
challenges were perceived as being extremely tough assignments.  “But I put my hand up 
for the tough assignments, not the cushy ones.” 
Stephanie described her perception of herself as a lifelong learner.  “The inherent 
quality is I love to learn, right… I stayed on the job and the reason that I stayed was that 
number one, I continued to have a sharp learning curve.”  Larissa described the 
importance of being fearless, taking on new challenges, for both women and men.  
“Reaching beyond what the expectation was of me. Maybe a little proving yourself first. 
But who would that not apply to? Men and women, right?” 
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Patricia reflected upon her desire to embrace new challenges and her need to 
satisfy her intellectual curiosity.  “I wanted a new challenge for a variety of different 
reasons. And I tended to make my next choice based upon what I wanted to learn or do 
next.”  Stephanie discussed the importance of her company’s willingness to provide her 
with opportunities to grow professionally. 
They’ve always given me the opportunity and I wanted to take it to try different 
things so that I could continue to build off of the initial foundation that I acquired 
from schooling… I think the biggest thing for me is I’ve always wanted to do 
something challenging.  
 
Creativity.  Linda discussed the importance of developing her creative abilities as 
she assumed new challenges in the workplace. 
Then I went into the supply chain for a period of time, which is really about, yes, 
creating the product, but then delivering the end game, seeing it from start to 
finish.  That's a piece that I love about that operations side.  Literally, 50% of the 
other side of me is – is it left brain or right brain – that creative side where I like 
visioning, and I can see a path to building future brands or creating future 
products.  I have to nourish that creative side because if I only ever did 
spreadsheets and focused on operations, I probably wouldn't be the leader I am.  
 
All participants described the need to constantly pursue new challenges and to assume  
additional responsibilities.  Intellectual curiosity, a need to tackle new challenges, and a 
fearless attitude helped them to achieve their career goals. 
Finding Five: All participants discussed the importance of setting goals to be 
achieved as part of their stories   
 
All participants discussed the importance of setting and achieving goals (8 of 8, 
100%).  For some participants, their goals were focused on extrinsic rewards such as 
working for a specific company, achieving greater levels of responsibility, and obtaining 
titles and financial rewards.  In other instances, participants were focused on intrinsic 
goals, such as pursuing their passion, helping others achieve a better standard of living, 
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and working toward social justice through political activism.  These categories were 
not mutually exclusive. 
Extrinsic goals.  Linda described her penchant for setting goals at a very young 
age. 
When I was in my current role, I was always thinking about “What's my next job? 
What do I need to do to get there?”  I'll give you a really good story, an example. 
It's actually just been brought back to my mind recently.  I literally decided, at the 
age of 14 or 15, that I wanted to be a merchant, so not long after I read the Archie 
Griffin book.  I read an article about the…corporation which was really, in its 
heyday of stores. It was an article that talked about the leaders, how innovative 
they were in the apparel space, and …probably one of the best retailers in the 
world.  I read the article, and I said, “I want to work for them.  I want to be one of 
those presidents in his article… I know what I want to do. The whole time I was 
going to school in fashion merchandising, I knew that I wanted to work for...My 
goal was “How do I get there?”  I completed my education, and I knew that the 
best place to get merchandising experience was in department stores.  
 
Similar to Linda, Sally was very focused on extrinsic goals in her rise to an 
executive level position. 
I always would set goals and objectives and go beyond that, then set a new set of 
goals and objectives…I also like, let me pause for a moment.  I can never sit 
still… then I just started to see an organization, how it’s all laid out.  And I was 
very interested from that point on in how to build a career path and what kind of 
training do I need to do, or experiences do I need to gain to continue moving 
down that career path.  So from that point, a very entry level very junior level 
person, my interest was “How do I get to become a senior analyst to team leader 
to manager or director?”…So with each, even at that level, I said hey, how do I 
get to these other levels?  Of course, humility is a big piece of that, you can’t say 
from an intern how do you get to be the CEO in a company.  But how do I get to 
each one of these levels?  And with that conversation, and it still happens today, 
how to build those objectives into my professional [or my career development 
plan].  And then how do I gain those experiences with the projects, even the 
mistakes that I make, to the people that I work with to continue to know that I 
have, I’m striving to [achieve] those next levels and then maintaining the career 
path?  
 
Kathy was also very focused on how to achieve the next steps in her career path to 
reach her career goals. 
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And I remember the CFO, he was the second CFO that was here.  I started in 
accounting and then I moved over to FPNA and I had been in that job for about 
six, seven years and I remember sitting down at year end, we didn’t do real formal 
evaluations but it was sort of like our lunch evaluation.  And he says, so he goes, 
so what do you want to do next?  And I said I don’t know, I just know I need to 
do something because I'm getting really bored and if I don’t do something 
different, I'm probably going to go.  You know, I'm going to leave…and he said 
what are you going to do, and I said, I don’t know what I want to do.  I said what 
do I need to do to have your job?  And it was kind of just a spoof because I didn’t 
really want his job but he told me treasury and that’s kind of how I got into 
treasury and then it just kind of went from there.  And I think it’s really what 
progressed me to this job is I was always the one at the table who raised their 
hand.   
 
Alisa described her primary goal, to succeed, from a very early age. 
I’m a first-generation American, and that has a lot to do with, being a first 
generation American has a lot to do with, I think, the drive to succeed, right?  And 
that colored my life, as well.  So my parents didn’t speak very good English.  
They started over in this country.  I was forced at a very young age to help them 
in American society life… because they didn’t know how to navigate this country 
they never told me what to do.  They gave me the freedom to choose…they didn’t 
say you have to be X, Y or Z.  They didn’t say you have to go to this school or 
that school or that school.  And so that freedom to roam and choose kind of 
worked out for me.  It may not have worked out for everyone, because if you 
didn’t have a self-starter personality you might have just floundered, right?  
 
Alisa had to understand the culture very quickly in order to help her parents.  She even 
helped her father weigh the benefits of accepting a job or not when she was a teenager.  
This experience seemed to accelerate her maturity into adulthood and created a keen 
awareness of the financial benefits available to those who pursued an education. 
I think I was 15 or 16 years old.  That was the first financial decision I had to 
make. My dad was going to be either let go from his company or take another job.  
I probably did a really bad job, but I helped him financially to evaluate the 
package and helped him to make a decision.  
 
Intrinsic goals.  One Stephanie discussed her intrinsic goals as motivating her to 
pursue a particular career path. 
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I think it has much more to do with the valuing of relationships and trying to, 
just to realize that helping others with their agendas often comes back and pays 
back to you and either directly or indirectly in some big cosmic way, I guess. I 
think that, that the concept of, of network and networking is just absolutely key 
and frankly is why I think folks who kind of come from, more of a privileged 
educational back to-- background et cetera, kind of get that step up.  
 
Stephanie’s parents received the benefits of an advanced education (her mother was a 
pediatrician).  She received a very privileged upbringing, first as an undergraduate 
student, which led to a medical school degree.  Her experiences and her awareness of the 
benefits to her personally caused her to focus outward, helping others achieve similar 
levels of success. 
I was the second class of freshman women at…. and as a part of that I think it 
made me much more of an activist than I would have been, you know, it changed 
my framework.  So, you know,  I helped start the women’s center and we did a lot 
of things around the visibility of women and women in leadership and ... and it 
kind of put me in a cadre of women who were much more radical feminists than I 
was, inherently, and I think again that…it was an energizer right?  It’s going to 
give me a new viewpoint, a new framework, a different way of thinking about the 
need to be more outspoken, about the need to kind of take on, I know if I would 
have thought of it at the time it was a leadership role but in retrospect I think it 
was practicing leadership.  
 
Patricia described her early career path and her desire to change her focus.  
Similar to Stephanie, she decided to focus on her passion, which was to empower other 
women. 
Increasingly, I recognized that the mission of what I was doing was of paramount 
importance to me.  I didn’t want to make widgets or build bridges.  I wanted to 
work for social justice…so I never thought of myself in a career track.  I thought 
of myself as someone who chose to do work because of what I could accomplish 
in that work, and what I could accomplish was always around a social purpose.  
At this point in my work life, I love what I’m doing…I’m doing different things 
in it every year, and I’m passionate about the mission.  I’m always learning new 
things. 
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In addition, Sally discussed the importance of following her passion.  She also 
considered it important that companies take responsibility for creating diversity in the 
workplace. 
I think I’ve been following my heart because hard work has been part of my 
success and that somehow they have been combined. The reason it was easy to 
work hard and put in many hours, then do the extra things, because I generally 
took jobs where they spoke to my heart. And that what they’re speaking to, 
speaking the idea of being of use, you love what you’re doing…being sure that 
diversity starts at the intake level. I guess this idea of not hiring yourself needs to 
start from whatever your entry level jobs are. I think for women I might say that’s 
true for men but maybe they are  more in touch with it, for companies to really 
own their mission….I have personally not selected jobs where we come to work 
where we all will get rich. 
 
The importance of setting goals, both extrinsic and intrinsic goals, was part of their stories.   
All participants exhibited extraordinary focus when describing their career paths and their 
rise to senior and executive level positions.    
Finding Six: The majority of participants identified family support as an integral 
component that contributed to their success 
  
Family support was referenced by the majority of participants (7 of 8, 87.5%) 
who received support from husbands, parents, aunts, and in-laws.  One participant, 
Larissa, mentioned that she never had a family; therefore, she was able to work long 
hours and pursue her career with no work/life balance issues.   
But I don’t have a family, I don’t have kids, so my, the balancing act that I had to 
pull off was a lot different than anybody else, these women who were trying to 
take their two kids to school and get them to soccer games and build their 
business and do all this stuff.  
 
During this research study, all the participants were asked about support from 
family members and how that may have assisted them in their career progression.  In 
addition to parents serving as role models, as referenced by both Kathy and Linda, 
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spouses were often referenced as being instrumental in supporting these highly 
successful women. 
Family support: Work/life balance.  Kathy referenced support she received 
from both her husband and her father-in-law. 
And I think I owe a lot, you know, my friends and family have been really 
supportive, my father-in-law and my husband at that time, we were engaged but I 
remember when I was sitting for the CPA exam, we used to go down to visit his 
dad because his mother had just recently passed away and they lived down in the 
villages in San Jose.  And my cardboard table would be set up in the backroom 
and they would just usher me back there and I’d open my books and they 
wouldn’t let me out of the room for like two hours until I finished whatever 
lessons I was trying to get through as I was studying for the exams, so a really 
supportive family.  
 
Linda also described the family support she received first from her parents and now from 
her husband who is “mister mom” to her children.  
Family, it's been about general support, where whatever path...that would include 
my parents, but now, even also as I'm married and have children.  We've moved 
to…we've lived in different parts of the world.  The support to continue to allow 
me to go after my dream has been critical because when the next opportunity 
came along, I've had the support, at home, to continue to do that.  That support, 
whether it be getting things done for the entire family or just the positive 
influence and support from family and friends, for that matter...My husband, who 
is “Mr. Mom,” generally speaking... That's also important for women that they 
have a balance, because if you have two high-powered parents, I don't think it 
would work.  
 
Similarly, Stephanie discussed the respect and support she receives from her husband and 
how her husband and daughters have all benefited from his parenting in her absence 
while she traveled for work.   
I also have to say a lot they, you know, my spouse has been totally supportive, 
right.  And I think that that's a huge thing, it's interesting. I mean he's got a very, 
he has a very intense job… So I think in that context, and he doesn't have a strong 
desire to travel.  So, ah, especially when the kids were young, he was the kind of, 
he was the person to kind of deal with [everything] when I was on the road ... and 
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then in retrospect I think it was the best thing that kind of ever happened in 
terms of the bonding of his relationships with our, our kids.  
 
In addition, Stephanie commented on how grateful she was a family of caregivers who 
took care of her children over a 20-year period, enabling her to progress in her career. 
Finally, we were also extremely lucky in that we had one family who were our 
child care providers throughout their entire childhood... it was the mother who did 
take care of the kids and children until they were school age and then their 
daughter became their primary caregiver when they were in school but that family 
has been part of our family, for 22 years, right… that was a very, very lucky thing 
that kind of continuity that, you know, kind of the love and support that these two 
women in particular and their entire family provided to our kids was huge.  I 
mean, there was never a day that I did not have child care.  
 
Other participants also described the ongoing support they received from their 
husbands such as Sally who addressed work/life balance.  
If you’re not balanced in what you’re doing with your work and your family and 
other things then one may experience burn out.  And so [you need] to find that 
balance, so that you’re happy at both what you do for work and what you do at 
home.   
 
Sally also discussed how she moved her family out of state, to pursue her career, with the 
full support of her husband.  
You know, from when they said you should be impactful, and they said it’s a 
really good opportunity and we think you can turn the business around because it 
was a failing business and we need your skill set, so I had to dig deep because 
now you’re disrupting the family and I have mentioned before to be successful 
you have to balance what you’re doing for your career and what you’re doing for 
your family.  So it was a big decision for us to make and we made that eight years 
ago.  And my husband was very supportive and said it’s important for your career 
and that might be good for our family to make the move, so we did.  
 
Patricia described the ongoing support she received from her husband as 
instrumental in making decisions concerning her career path. 
So my husband, who was my best friend and most trusted advisor, was always 
key in my making decisions…I guess the most consistent advisor throughout was 
my husband.  
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Alisa described her aunt as a role model and also as an ongoing support system that 
helped her find her career path. 
I was really fortunate to have an aunt who is an entrepreneur, who started, it 
sounds so cliché, a business in her garage and became a very successful 
publisher… she would talk to me and tell me about her passions and how she 
developed the business.  And listening to her was really inspiring…what made her 
really cool in my mind was that she did not come up the traditional path.  She was 
a liberal arts major and she studied theology.  And she now operates one of the 
most, probably the biggest, she’s one of the biggest suppliers of …language 
textbooks to universities and high schools in the U.S.  
  
Family support was an integral component that contributed to the success of all 
participants.  Work/life balance was a common theme and the ability to manage their 
personal lives with very demanding careers was accomplished through ongoing family 
support. 
Finding Seven: The majority of participants explained how possessing self- 
confidence, having a voice, and communicating effectively were important attributes 
in their rise to senior and executive level positions 
 
All the participants (8 of 8, 100%) reported possessing self-confidence and strong 
communication skills as integral to their rise to senior and executive level positions.  All 
the participants were extremely talented, driven, and hard-working.  They all received 
support from role models, mentors, sponsors, and/or champions.  However, a strong 
differentiator for these women was also the confidence they exhibited in their abilities, 
especially their capacity to communicate effectively at all levels within their 
organizations.   
  
90
Having a voice.  Having a voice, expressing oneself clearly, taking a seat at the 
executive table, and having one’s voice heard is important in terms of all of these 
participants’ career path.  For some of the participants, such as Kathy, this was learned 
behavior. 
I would say I'm not afraid to speak my mind.  I wasn’t always that way.  I think 
I've developed that over time as I built my confidence, that I knew what I was 
talking about or that I had good instincts.  I think I'm good at assessing situations, 
stepping back, kind of taking it all in and figuring out when to insert myself and 
when not to.  So reading a room or reading, you know, I always tell people who 
work for me, you may have a really great idea but unless you know when to sell 
your idea it’s not going to go anywhere.  So learning to read the room and read 
the temperature of whoever your audience is, whether it’d be, you know, someone 
that you're trying to pitch something to or if it is really important, and I guess I 
have a knack for that.  I don’t know why I do, I just understand when it’s a good 
time and when it’s a bad time to pitch something new or different or 
uncomfortable…you're being hired for the qualities that you bring so you might 
as well, you know, articulate them.  And I think that that’s hard.  I think when I 
was younger I was very shy and I had a hard time speaking my mind.  I was 
always the observer in the room.  So finding my voice was very important.  And I 
didn’t really find my voice until my mid-20s, I’d say.  My strong voice, I had a 
voice but it wasn’t my prominent voice, my strong voice.   
Kathy’s comments reflect her ability to be impactful, which helped her rise to CFO level.  
Being one of the brightest people in the room is valuable when insights are shared openly 
and honestly and when acceptance of the credibility of the communicator exists.   
Alisa, also a CFO, discussed her background as an English major, her critical 
thinking skills, and her ability to communicate effectively and how they helped her in her 
career progression.  As stated previously, she prided herself on approaching her career 
with a sense of “fearlessness.”  
But what my education taught me was the ability to think critically, look at the 
problems holistically, and be able to communicate effectively.  So that’s my 
training… I would say repeat the ability to think critically and holistically to solve 
a problem… But what sets candidate A apart from candidate B is critical thinking, 
business acumen, right?  Communication skills and leadership skills, and those 
are not things that a degree gives you, right?  There’s nothing that I can’t solve.  
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And if I can’t solve it, then it is what it is. Does that make sense?  There’s a 
very clear line to be confident versus arrogant, right?  And that’s the line that I’m 
very careful not to cross.  
 
Linda, EVP and President of her current company, demonstrated self-confidence 
when she reached out to the president of a very large retail company asking him how she 
could secure a job with his firm.  This was another example of “fearlessness,” 
communicating effectively and, more importantly, directly to the top decision-maker.  
“Please help me understand what experience I need, to come before…to look for a 
job”… At that point, I had sent my resume.  I guess what I'm describing to you is 
I was aggressive at what I wanted.  I sent my resume to all the heads of HR, 
through all seven… divisions.  Simultaneously, when I heard back from his 
office, when he said, “Oh, come apply at one of our seven divisions,” I already 
had sent my resumes off to all the HR people.  Now I could use the “Well I got 
this letter from…It said I should reach out.”  Less than probably two months later, 
I was hired as an associate merchant at…Yes, my advice for women is, I'll go 
back to my three Ds, if you have the desire, dedication, and determination to do 
something, you can do anything you want to do.  
 
Possessing self-confidence, having a voice, and communicating effectively were 
important attributes described by all participants.  Learning how to take a seat at the 
decision-making table, express themselves confidently and wield influence helped them 
rise to senior and executive level positions. 
Finding Eight: All the participants perceived few, if any, obstacles that hindered or 
postponed their rise to senior and executive level positions   
 
All the participants (8 of 8, 100%) discussed challenges more frequently than 
obstacles, and as stated previously, they all readily welcomed challenges as opportunities 
for growth.  In addition to describing herself as fearless, Alisa described her challenges as 
an opportunity to prove herself. 
So I never really thought about having obstacles.  It’s more challenges, but 
they’re professional or intellectual challenges.  And I actually think that those 
things are actually better for you…I still remember this one book that I read had 
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this description of how someone handles adversity.  This is an example of a 
horse running on a racetrack.  You have that thoroughbred horse that only knows 
how to run in its right track.  Well, do you want that horse that can ride in a dry 
track or a wet track?  The horse that only knows how to ride in a dry track has 
never encountered any obstacles or adversity. You want somebody who’s failed 
and been tested. Yeah.  So I don’t really think of me having ever had obstacles.  
I’ve only had challenges that I was able to tackle.   
 
 Kathy previously referenced having a voice and developing a strong voice.  In 
addition to that, having your voice be heard, not being marginalized, was a challenge for 
her but not necessarily an obstacle to her success. 
I mean being able to speak your voice, feeling like you are being heard, you 
know, finding that right voice is really important.  I would say, what they say, 
being it’s lonely at the top is so true…But it’s being heard is, I think the biggest 
thing.  Feeling, being lonely at the top, being, making the unpopular vote that was 
really hard, really pushing through an initiative that was getting a lot of negativity 
but you knew and you got that it was exactly the right thing to do and then finding 
the hotspot or whatever to be able to get all your ducks in a row to be able to 
present it in such a way that you finally start convincing the masses.  And I mean 
that’s not easy, it’s hard especially if you are up against a tough audience.  
 
Both Alisa and Kathy acknowledged adversity as a learning tool.  Challenges helped 
them become more successful, not less.  
Homophily.  Linda discussed that she was very at ease working with men and 
that she did not view her gender as an obstacle, but she did see firsthand how it could be 
for others. 
I've always been the gal who's hung out with the boys.  I grew up with two 
brothers. I was a tomboy.  I'm used to the male environment, and I'm comfortable 
in it.  I don't know that it's been a complete obstacle as much as it's been an eye-
opening of how, in some scenarios and in some companies where it is deeply 
rooted that it is much more of a male culture, it's hard to show up in a way that 
you're seen as effective and have a seat at the table in that environment. Yes, it's 
funny.  We recently had an experience going on with one of our regional leaders. 
I'd never... I'm not the female at the table... I worked in the supply chain, so it 
would be me and 12 other male leaders, right?  I actually said to my old boss, who 
now is my peer... when I was in the supply chain. He's still in the supply chain, 
running the supply chain.  We came back from this trip, and we both noticed it. 
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I'm like, “Am I being over...” I go, “I never say this. I mean, come on, I've 
worked in a male-dominated organization with you for many years.”  He's like, 
“No, there's something there.”  It was almost like a test we did.  We have two 
candidates for an open position that this person has, and one is a female.  One is a 
male.  Female, absolutely qualified.  Male, not really.  Him, in that role, is a 
stretch.  When he interviewed those two candidates, he chose the guy and the 
stretch role.   
 
Although the supervisor who chose the less qualified male over the better qualified 
female did not impact Linda’s career personally, she viewed it as an example of gender 
bias.  This is also an instance of supervisors selecting employees more similar to them 
being a challenge in the workplace.   
Linda described an obstacle, an example of gender bias, she encountered early on 
in her career that provided her with yet another long-term opportunity.   
One other obstacle I'll tell you I had, which was, at the time, I would probably say 
a sad obstacle.  When I was in my heyday of my career at... I had gone through a 
number of leaders there, and I was in my mid-30s. Up until that point, I was not 
married.  I didn't have any kids, right?  I worked 70, 80 hours a week.  I was a 
workhorse, which, for me, nothing was ever going to change in that, if something 
happened. I, literally, in one fell swoop, got married, was pregnant, moved houses 
– I, literally, was at the top of my game when this new leader came in, and I was 
seen, pretty much, as his rising star.  I literally communicated that I was expecting 
and I was getting married.  Things, within a period of two or three months, 
completely changed, where I had people say to me, “What happened to you?  
How did you fall out of the good graces?”  Honestly, I did, for one moment... I 
was eight-and-a-half months pregnant, and they basically moved me into a role 
that was well below my capability.  
 
Linda viewed this as a temporary setback.  She left the company almost immediately and 
went on to become President and EVP of her current employer, a competitor of her 
former company. 
Kathy, CFO, referenced challenges that she has experienced trying to achieve 
gender equity and balance within her company. 
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We have an all-male board and we talk about diversity on the board, but at the 
end of the day, I don’t care whether you're male or female.  What I'm looking for 
when we’re interviewing is who is the best suited person qualified to do the job?  
So, what could companies do, just make sure that they're making a fair 
assessment.  You know, that when they bring candidates to the table that they 
have a broad spectrum of people being presented so that they're making a fair 
assessment.  I think the other thing that you need to notice is whether, and I 
noticed that sometimes with certain departments, if you notice that department 
getting unbalanced one way or the other, too many women versus not enough, 
you know, too many men, I will tell, I will pull somebody aside and say, you 
know, I think next hire you need to make sure you get a little diversity in there.   
 
Larissa discussed challenges she experienced as being one of only a handful of 
women in her company.  Similar to Linda, she was very comfortable working with men; 
however, at times she experienced a lack of commonality with her colleagues.  Similar to 
Linda and Kathy, she never perceived her gender as an obstacle to her career progression. 
I was kind of one of the guys all along.  And maybe naively so, I never felt like it 
was really ever a detriment to be a woman.  I will say, and I tell everybody this, if 
I could come back and start this over again in 1983, I would have learned to play 
golf, because golf is sort of a leveling ground for anybody, everybody really.  
 
Sally had a different point of view.  She described her biggest obstacle as herself.   
What has been interesting for me is I think the biggest obstacle has been myself.  
And what I mean by that is self- realization of what the areas are that I need to 
focus on.  So the challenge that I have is: how do I work with a couple of 
individuals who are difficult?  And I feel like if I don’t work those out, so most 
recently, how will I continue to grow in the organization because these guys could 
stand in my way? … So it helped because over time, I was able to identify and 
address, okay, these are the things bothering this [one] person, perhaps how’s he 
communicating, approaching things or whatever and I utilized ways to work well 
with him.  I couldn’t change him.  
 
Sally’s awareness of her need to gain support enabled her to work more effectively within 
her current environment, another learning opportunity. 
Glass ceiling.  All eight participants were asked their views regarding the 
existence or non-existence of a glass ceiling.  The responses were varied but overall their 
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perceptions based upon their life experiences demonstrated that if there is a glass 
ceiling then it does not apply to them.  Alisa, CFO, described her experience. 
So I guess the answer is maybe I don’t believe in the glass ceiling.  But I do know 
that we live in a world where the glass ceiling does exist.  Just because I haven’t 
encountered it doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist.  Does that make sense?  But 
maybe I picked the right industry and the right company who saw me for what I 
bring as a professional, not what I bring as a professional woman.  And I think I 
can hang with the best of them, men or women, in my profession.  So it doesn’t 
matter that I’m a woman.  But I have never worked in a sexist industry… I think 
there might be an inclination to think that women are supporting other women and 
trying to push them along and give them stretch assignments, but that’s not the 
case.  It’s the men…clearly we have more men in those positions than women. 
Okay, so I guess the answer is I do believe that there is a glass ceiling.  I 
personally haven’t experienced it in my career.  And if it did, I didn’t realize I had 
faced it.  
 
Kathy, CFO, stated she did believe in the existence of a glass ceiling and that it 
served as a motivator for her. 
Oh there totally is one.  There was one.  I don’t know about today as much, and 
maybe it’s because I'm sitting on the other side of it though, but certainly, during 
my career, I know for a fact that I was paid less than a male counterpart, many 
men counterparts in my same positions.  And I always felt … I was always pissed 
off about that.  But I didn’t quit over it.  That just made me work harder and try to 
present myself better.  
 
Kathy elaborated by saying that her company currently pays men and women equal pay 
for equal performance and that women need to be more assertive in demonstrating their 
value to their company. 
I think just as a company overall, I mean we pay our women and people the same 
amount as we pay men.  So, there is a lot more [equity].  It seems less [of a 
problem] to me today than it was years ago and I don’t know what it is.  I don’t 
mean, whether it’s the confidence level or how women present themselves as not 
being outspoken where men come across as having more ideas or performing 
better because they might be more outspoken or more comfortable.  You know, 
maybe they're more visible.  So maybe that’s what created the disparity but it 
really just comes back to how do you help whether it’d be women or whether it’d 
be someone who is being deferential because culturally that’s how they were 
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brought up?  How do you teach them to be outspoken and work within the 
dynamics of your company?  
 
Linda, President and EVP, saw evidence of progress in breaking barriers for 
women and possibly even women obtaining an edge in progressing to senior and 
executive levels. 
I think that there has been a glass ceiling, and I think, potentially, because of skill 
and capability, we're starting to break through it.  I think companies and people 
are starting to realize... Men get so singly focused, where I don't think they look at 
the big picture enough.  I think that skill and talent is becoming more seen in the 
world of business.  Potentially, that's why you're seeing more female leaders.  
 
Sally stated she had not experienced the glass ceiling at her company. 
I personally have not felt that there’s a glass ceiling.  We have females in the 
executive roles and our CEO right now is a male but it doesn’t mean that a female 
couldn’t be there necessarily.  I feel like in any conversation I don’t feel like 
there’s a good old boys club or anything like that.  I also feel like our business 
line is very, our livelihood or business, is focused on innovation from wherever 
we can [obtain it].  We remake ourselves and continue to move forward.  
 
Nancy questioned the existence of the glass ceiling: is it an external event or is it 
an internal construct, a mental model? 
Well you look at how many women you know run companies or are on boards or 
are directors, something is going on.  What is the glass ceiling?  Is it somebody 
out there?  Is it internalized?  It’s sort of we’re looking at behavioral health right 
now in our organization, the issue of stigma comes out.  Both societal stigma, 
how we judge people differently, have mental illnesses but there’s also 
internalized stigma.  But if you have a mental condition you may not seek 
services because you judge yourself.  So what’s going on with the glass ceiling 
isn’t that we haven’t trained little girls to want that.  It isn’t that little girls and 
women don’t like the values that can lead to executive leadership.  You know is 
there some kind of a change?  So there is definitely something going on, I would 
buy that.  I’m not sure I can point a finger to one thing.  I’m sure it’s a large 
variety of things…In the health care field, those tend to be areas where women 
and executive positions are more common.  So my experience has not been maybe 
the corporate IT woman’s experience.  In these two fields, I mean, women are 
[better] represented.  Maybe it’s not equal, maybe it’s not over.  
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Larissa discussed the importance of taking control of one’s destiny, working 
hard, and moving forward in order to overcome obstacles. 
It was like you get down and work hard and do your own business and not wait 
for the infrequent and random maybe windfalls that come your way.  So again, 
maybe I was naïve, but I always felt like I was truly in a position that there’s no 
ceiling here, there’s no female or male ceiling.  There’s just the amount of energy 
and effort that you want to put forth.  And that’s not to say that again, there’s 
certainly, again, sitting around the tables at these women’s meetings, that some 
women had issues.  But I also kind of again think, I think you sort of create your 
own environment in that direction...I don’t think it exists.  Industries are driven by 
sales, really.  Maybe in some other industries, but even now, and I do think 
actually that the mandate is so strong to not create a glass ceiling that it’s almost 
reverse discrimination.  
 
Stephanie discussed the fact that she had reached a glass ceiling within her 
company, which inspired her to find another position at a different company, similar to 
Linda who left her job when her responsibilities were reduced due to her pregnancy. 
One of the reasons that I stayed originally in this position a little bit too long is 
that I was under a command and control leader where there's a certain amount of 
autonomy that could be maintained but then there was still a very strong, you 
know, central command and control component that I had essentially hit my own 
glass ceiling against, right…our current CEO is not a command and control leader 
and is much more a collaborative leader and I think what's fun now is to be able to 
bring that environment here to a place where I worked so long and where I really 
value the colleagues to give them that opportunity… in some ways I have to argue 
that if the obstacles got bad I just left.  And for better or worse I, you know, I 
didn't, ah, necessarily stay in to slog through things… so on the notion of the glass 
ceiling, I think it definitely is there.  
 
Similar to several other participants, Patricia described her belief in a glass ceiling 
although she personally had not experienced it. 
Oh, there definitely is.  I have not experienced it, but I’ve studied it.  I’m aware of 
it and I have seen it in my career, so yes, I believe there is a glass ceiling.  I 
believe that women are subjected to different standards than men.  I watched 
examples of a glass ceiling when a woman says something that’s only recognized 
when the guy in the room says it or repeats it.  So yes, I believe the glass ceiling is 
alive and well, in my opinion.  
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Regarding women’s ability or inability to advance beyond the glass ceiling, Patricia 
discussed the importance of authenticity. 
So let me say, which is,my advice about living: and that is don’t twist yourself 
into someone else just to get a job.  Don’t become like a man if only men have 
held the job.  And in the long run, there are a lot of things that are more important 
than executive promotions.  I believe that if one is authentic, it could well stand.  I 
mean, if you can’t get a promotion then it might be a promotion not worth getting. 
 
All participants perceived few, if any, obstacles that hindered or postponed their rise to 
senior and executive level positions.  Instead, they viewed potential obstacles as 
challenges to be overcome.  Throughout the course of this study several of the 
participants reacted to the question with surprise as if obstacles were not part of their 
mental models.  They were all very comfortable working with mostly men and if a glass 
ceiling did in fact exist, it had not impacted them directly in their ability to secure 
promotions. 
Results and Interpretations 
The findings from this study provide rich, descriptive details documenting the 
participants’ perceptions of their journeys in reaching senior and executive levels, the 
meaning revealed about any obstacles they may have encountered on their paths, and how 
these women describe those who assisted them on their journey.  Five major results 
emerged from the findings and are presented in relation to the literature review described 
in Chapter 2.  Conclusions and results from the results and interpretations follow in 
Chapter 5. 
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Result One.  An exceptional work ethic and a large capacity for working 
extremely long hours lead to promotions to senior and executive levels.  
 
All the participants indicated an ability to differentiate themselves through a 
demonstration of intense focus and commitment to their careers, regardless of their 
positions or industries.  Linda defined this pattern astutely by describing her philosophy 
of adhering to the three Ds throughout her career, “I live by these three things that I call 
the three Ds: desire, determination, and dedication.”  All eight participants told their 
stories of demonstrated qualities such as extraordinary drive, determination, and 
dedication.  This result aligns with Leffel’s (2010) glass ceiling study that attributed 
success to the individual efforts of women.  These participants worked over 20 years 
building their careers, which indicated that performance negated the possible impact of 
the glass ceiling.  Bihagen and Ohls’s (2006) research supported this result by stating if 
women spent more time working on their careers, they would achieve more career 
success.  All the participants discussed their passion for their work at length.  In some 
cases, their passion was focused on extrinsic rewards such as working for a market 
leader, obtaining greater levels of responsibility and financial rewards, and becoming 
national experts within their chosen fields.  In other examples, their passions were 
intrinsically motivated, focused on contributing to better living conditions and social 
justice, and working for companies that are eco-friendly and provide a better quality of 
living for consumers.  Although several participants stated they never set out to 
specifically obtain executive level positions, the expertise and recognition they received 
from their companies naturally led to promotional opportunities. 
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Several of the women discussed how they differentiated themselves by taking 
on stretch roles, volunteering for the toughest roles, and, in three cases, moving out of the 
country with their families to accept new and challenging opportunities that were critical 
to the success of their companies.  Such differentiation was supported by the research of 
Giscombe and Mattis (2002) who identified the lack of high visibility assignments as a 
barrier for women.  The eight participants of the study encountered no such barriers.   
Result Two: The proclivity to embrace new challenges, to eagerly accept additional 
roles and responsibilities enabled participants to achieve promotions to senior and 
executive levels. 
   
All the participants discussed their willingness and their proactive approach to 
actively seek out new opportunities.  Kathy described it as wanting more, “You know, 
you always want more, right?  So how do you define that?  How do you get more of 
whatever it is that you're looking for in life?”  In addition to wanting more, all the 
participants demonstrated self-confidence in their abilities that translated into a type of 
fearlessness best characterized by Alisa, “So I would say that’s why it goes back to that 
intrinsic value, fearlessness and tackling new challenges. Just wanting to try new things, 
right?”  All eight participants were opportunistic in both seeking out new opportunities 
and embracing new responsibilities as they became available throughout their careers, 
which led to opportunities to advance within their careers.  This result was supported by 
Lyness and Thompson’s (2000) research identifying the need for women to ask for 
greater levels of responsibility to be groomed for executive positions.   
During the interviews, several of the participants looked at me quizzically when I 
asked them about obstacles, as if they never even gave it a thought previously.  Obstacles 
are not part of their mental models, at least not obstacles that might impede progress or 
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hinder career growth.  Three of the participants indicated their willingness to accept 
new challenges by taking assignments abroad, which served as a key differentiator for 
them.  Their willingness and more importantly, their ability to move their families outside 
the United States enabled them to receive promotions.  This result aligns with the 
research of Bihagen and Ohls (2006) who suggested women need to make a greater 
investment in their careers, similar to that of their male counterparts who are often asked 
to relocate. 
Result Three: The support of role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions was 
instrumental in the career success of all participants.   
 
All eight participants spoke at length regarding the importance of support they 
received along their journey from a variety of sources.  Several participants discussed the 
significance of early role models such as family members.  Both Linda and Kathy 
described the importance of their parents, especially related to demonstrating a very 
strong work ethic.  Alisa described her aunt, an entrepreneur, who still serves as her role 
model.  All the participants benefited from the support of mentors, and sometimes that of 
sponsors and champions.  This result was supported by the findings of Davies-Netley 
(1998) who stated women required the support of others to successfully advance in their 
careers.    
In some cases, mentoring was formalized, such as in Sally’s example.  However, 
in most cases, the support of mentors occurred spontaneously.  Mattis’s (2001) research 
supported the idea that women need support from their companies to achieve maximum 
career potential.  Her research identified a trend in which women who were not supported 
by their companies left to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities.  In addition, Salibia 
  
102
(2008) identified companies such as Prudential where the CEO enlisted a Vice 
President of Diversity to ensure that they would attract and retain top talent to maintain 
their global competitiveness.  
All eight participants of this study stated they were lucky to receive mentorship 
and directly correlated their support from others to their career success.  Alisa was very 
explicit in her assessment of the influence of others, “I think the common theme is I have 
got mentors and all of us do.  Anybody who tells you that they got there by themselves is 
lying or has a really big ego.”  Her perception directly contradicts the findings of Leffel’s 
(2010) glass ceiling study who stated women achieved promotions without any assistance 
from others. 
Interestingly, the three women holding top level positions of CFO, CFO and 
President, President and EVP within the group of eight participants all discussed senior 
executives who were very proactive in championing their careers.  These champions were 
influencers and decision makers.  Their statements aligned with Broome (2008) who 
recommended that because the majority of CEO and other top level positions are held by 
men, it is incumbent upon senior executives to help establish direct paths for women who 
wish to achieve promotions.  Hoffman (2013) also supported the idea of both women and 
men advocating on behalf of talented women.  However, Hoffman found that the scarcity 
of women in senior and executive level positions made that difficult.  Hoffman further 
suggested that women should proactively solicit support from male sponsors and 
champions. 
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Result Four: Family support is integral to the success of many women who 
aspire to senior and executive level positions. 
 
Two of the three participants who moved out of the country to pursue their careers 
were married with families.  They stated that without the support of their families, they 
could never have pursued those opportunities.  Linda provided an example of how family 
support enabled her career. 
We've moved to…we've lived in different parts of the world. The support to 
continue to allow me to go after my dream has been critical because when the 
next opportunity came along, I've had the support, at home, to continue to do that. 
 
This was one example of the importance of work/life balance.  Koneck (2006) addressed 
work/life balance and found that a large percentage of women do not aspire to senior and 
executive levels because of wanting to achieve a greater work/life balance.  This was not 
the experience of these eight participants because they either had no pressing family 
responsibilities (one of eight) or because they had tremendous support systems that did 
not interfere with their ability to work long hours, relocate to accept new assignments, 
and dedicate a tremendous amount of time to their careers similar to men who had stay-
at-home spouses.  For example, Linda described her husband as “Mr. Mom.”  In contrast, 
Isaac et al. (2012) identified one of the six barriers to the success of women as 
parenthood combined with a lack of mobility.  These eight participants had no such 
barriers to prevent them from moving forward with their careers.   
Family support was not limited to spouses.  Family support came from children, 
parents, in-laws, and aunts.  Family support inspired the participants to follow their 
dreams and provided avenues for them to accept stretch assignments, which in turn 
helped advance their careers. 
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Result Five: The fifth result that emerged in the course of this research study 
was the overwhelming ability of all the participants to communicate effectively and 
work as members of a team.   
 
All participants demonstrated the ability to work effectively at all levels of their 
respective organizations.  Sally provided an example of working with someone who was 
rather difficult and of the importance of improving that relationship so he would not 
block her progress as she sought future promotional opportunities.  Kathy described the 
importance of having a strong voice, having her voice be heard, and reaching consensus 
on everyday issues.   
 I built my confidence that I knew what I was talking about or that I had good 
instincts.  I think I'm good at assessing situations, stepping back kind of taking it 
all in and figuring out when to insert myself and when not to.  So reading a room 
or reading, you know, I always tell people who work for me, you may have a 
really great idea but unless you know when to sell your idea it’s not going to go 
anywhere.  
 
Communicating effectively and working within teams allowed the participants to sell 
their ideas, build consensus, and achieve desired results by working through others.  
Ibarra (1993) referenced the occurrence of homophily within organizations, an affinity 
for people to want to work with others who share similar characteristics.  Because the 
majority of senior executives are men, there is a tendency toward promoting from within 
their own ranks.  Women need to work hard at communicating effectively with men to 
gather support for their ideas that result in achieving company goals and objectives.   
Buckalew et al. (2012) posited that women and men often exhibit very different 
communication styles.  Men typically utilize a transactional style of management, giving 
direction, while women typically embrace a transformational style of management, 
building consensus through collaborative efforts.  Each of the participants was one of 
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very few female executives within their companies; therefore, it was important for 
them to adapt to their environment and be accepted by their male colleagues. 
Isaac et al. (2012) discussed a tendency toward the historical stereotyping of 
women.  Women were often viewed as lacking the ability to lead because they were 
viewed as more passive and less assertive than men.  Characteristics of strong leaders 
include being self-confident, decisive, action oriented, and independent.  All eight 
participants described themselves as possessing these agentic behaviors, which are 
typically associated with masculine characteristics.  Demonstrating a strong voice helped 
them navigate successfully within a male-dominated environment. 
Exceptional work ethic includes a propensity to set goals and achieve 
performance objectives.  Enhanced visibility increases the likelihood that strong 
performance will be acknowledged and rewarded, especially if it involves stretch 
assignments that serve as differentiators.  Embracing new challenges indicates a 
willingness to try new things and adopt a “fearless” attitude and minimizes the existence 
of obstacles that might hinder career development.  The significance of role models, 
mentors, sponsors, and champions as a result identifies the importance of professional 
colleagues who either volunteered or were recruited to support and promote women to 
senior and executive levels.  Family support was cited as important to seven of eight 
participants and provided a source of inspiration and self-confidence.  The result of 
family support was prominent throughout the interviews.  Effective communication was 
another result that correlated with women finding their voice and using their strong voice 
to communicate within their respective positions.  Networking and building relationships 
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are foundational and integral to becoming an effective communicator through 
establishing trust and mutual respect among subordinates, peers, and superiors.   
The five emerging results, verbatim quotes, and the impact of these results are 
noted in Table 1.  
Table 1 
Five Emerging Results from the Research Findings 
Results Verbatim Quotes Impact 
Exceptional work ethic 
and a large capacity for 
working long hours. 
“I live by these three things 
that I call the three Ds, desire, 
determination and dedication.”   
Ability to differentiate 
themselves which enabled them 
to be recognized and rewarded 
for their efforts. 
 
Proclivity to embrace new 
challenges. 
“You know, you always want 
more, right?  So how do you 
define that?  How do you get 
more of whatever it is that 
you're looking for in life?” 
 
Fearless approach to embracing 
new challenges and 
responsibilities which created 
opportunities for advancement 
within their careers.   
The significance of role 
models, mentors, sponsors 
and champions. 
“I think the common theme is I 
have got mentors and all of us 
do. Anybody who tells you 
that they got there by 
themselves is lying or has a 
really big ego.” 
 
Role models, mentors, sponsors 
and champions were instrumental 
in helping the participants in 
achieving success in their 
respective careers. 
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Table 1 (continued)   
Results Verbatim Quotes Impact 
The importance of family 
support. 
 
Ability of all of the 
participants to 
communicate effectively 
at all levels and work as 
members of a team.   
“We've moved to…we've lived 
in different parts of the world. 
The support to continue to 
allow me to go after my dream 
has been critical because when 
the next opportunity came 
along, I've had the support, at 
home, to continue to do that. “ 
 
“I built my confidence that I 
knew what I was talking about 
or that I had good instincts.  I 
think I'm good at assessing 
situations, stepping back, kind 
of taking it all in and figuring 
out when to insert myself and 
when not to.  So reading a 
room or reading, you know, I 
always tell people who work 
for me, you may have a really 
great idea but unless you know 
when to sell your idea it’s not 
going to go anywhere.” 
Family support inspired the 
participants to follow their 
dreams and provided avenues for 
them to accept stretch 
assignments which advanced 
their careers. 
 
 
 
Communicating effectively and 
working within teams allowed 
the participants to sell their ideas, 
build consensus, and achieve 
desired results by working 
through others within their 
organizations. 
 
 
 
Summary 
Reviewing the findings of this phenomenological study offers insights into the 
perceptions of eight highly successful executive women.  Eight findings were 
consolidated into five emergent results.  These results include personal characteristics 
such as strong work ethic; extraordinary performance; welcoming new challenges; 
fearlessness; family support; and the influence of role models, mentors, sponsors, and 
champions.  Obstacles that hindered their rise to executive level positions were virtually 
nonexistent.  Several of the participants of this research study acknowledged the 
existence of a glass ceiling but believed it did not apply to them and it was not part of 
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their personal experience.  This research study provides a foundation for discussing 
conclusions and recommendations that might offer insights for other women seeking 
senior and executive level positions.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the experiences of 
successful executive level women, the obstacles they encountered, and the support they 
received on their journeys.  The under-utilization of female talent as top level leaders 
framed the problem that inspired this research.  Interviewing eight women who achieved 
senior and executive level positions enabled the researcher to better understand their 
perceptions of their lived experiences.  Illustrating the paths taken by these successful 
women offered an opportunity to learn from their experiences.  The self-reported stories 
of these women offer insights into the best practices that may foster equal opportunity for 
other talented women seeking to advance to executive levels. 
The problem statement of this study indicated that women continue to be 
underrepresented in executive level positions at large publicly held companies.  This 
problem may indicate a need to better understand obstacles and explore the meaning of 
providing greater support to women aspiring to executive level positions.  The study was 
guided by the following three research questions: 
1. How do women who succeeded in reaching the executive level describe their 
journey? 
2. What obstacles did they encounter on their path to the executive position? 
3. What role modeling, mentoring, sponsorship or championship did they receive on 
the journey? 
These questions are answered in the conclusions that resulted from the findings. 
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Conclusions 
The participants in this study possessed above average talent, extraordinary work 
ethics, and a strong determination to succeed.  They had all worked within their industry 
for over 20 years, starting at entry level positions and working their way up to Vice 
President, Senior Vice President, President and EVP, and CFO levels.  All the 
participants were extremely goal oriented and passionate about their work.  The 
participants were focused on both extrinsic rewards such as working for a market leading 
company, achieving more recognition, higher titles and financial rewards in addition to  
intrinsic rewards such as working to improve the lives of others, affecting social justice, 
and working for companies that are eco-friendly.  All the participants were very 
forthcoming with their stories.  It was both an honor and a privilege to record their 
interviews and share their lived experiences. 
Research Question One: How do women who succeeded in reaching the executive 
level describe their journey? 
 
All eight participants described their journeys in very positive terms.  The three 
participants who currently work at the President/EVP/CFO levels stated they never really 
expected to reach their current level of responsibility.  They worked long and hard and 
the rewards came.  They all expressed self-confidence in their abilities, but they also 
expressed humility.  Kathy, CFO, stated: 
And it’s just interesting when I think about the career path and how I landed here.  
I know how women view me sometimes, you know, but I keep telling them I'm 
nothing special really, I'm just being who I am. 
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They were all extremely high-energy individuals with a great capacity for getting the 
job done, whatever the task at hand.  Their work ethic, extreme focus, and positive 
attitude all contributed toward their ongoing career success.   
Working effectively through others.  All the participants utilized effective 
leadership skills.  A common theme throughout their stories was the importance of 
networking with others both within and outside their companies.  They worked 
effectively with people at all levels, men and women alike.  They demonstrated excellent 
communication skills and they employed those skills to achieve desired results.  All the 
participants discussed the importance of following their passions.  Their love of what 
they were doing was self-evident and it probably became infectious for those working 
with them and for them.  They were also transformational leaders, inspiring others to 
achieve mutual goals through effective collaboration. 
Obtaining stretch assignments and creating visibility within their companies.  
Several participants discussed the importance of taking stretch assignments and the 
benefits of increased visibility within their company and how their job performance was 
differentiated as a result.  Three participants took assignments outside the United States, 
which they perceived as positively impacting their careers.  For example, Alisa became 
CFO of a foreign-based division at the young age of 31 because she volunteered for the 
position and was physically able to move in just three weeks.  Taking advantage of 
stretch assignments was a significant differentiator for these talented women.   
Goal oriented.  All participants were extremely focused and committed to their 
careers.  They described working long hours, some in excess of 70 hours per week.  
Kathy described her position as CFO requiring her attention 24/7.  Kathy stated, “So, but 
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be careful what you ask for, you might just get it.”  The level of commitment required 
to advance their careers was exceptional.  Putting in the time at the same company over 
an extended period of time also helped these women advance professionally to senior and 
executive levels.  These women exhibited an extraordinary level of perseverance, which 
contributed to their success. 
Research Question Two: What obstacles did they encounter on their path to the 
executive position? 
 
All eight participants viewed any obstacles in their path as challenges they were 
confident they could overcome.  Obstacles were not present in their mental models.  
These executive-level women were very much in control of their own destinies.  When 
they encountered setbacks such as the example Linda provided when she became 
pregnant, they immediately remedied the situation, even if that meant leaving to work for 
a different company.  Stephanie experienced a similar situation with a former CFO within 
her company.  She left the company but later returned under new leadership. They 
encountered challenges that they were confident they could resolve instead of prohibitive 
obstacles that served as barriers to achieving career goals.  All eight participants exerted 
influence within their organizations, and when they were confronted with circumstances 
beyond their control that could have become roadblocks, they took a different path that 
enabled them to flourish and continue to develop their talents.  They were undeterred 
from achieving their professional goals. 
Work/life balance.  Several participants described their ability to maintain a good 
work/life balance.  The majority of the participants were married and most had children.  
Nancy discussed her decision to take a step back, taking a lesser role, so she could spend 
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more time with her husband instead of continuing to work 70 hours per week.  She 
stated she was happy to be making a contribution and did not necessarily need to be the 
leader (CEO) anymore.  The ongoing family support many participants received was a 
thread throughout their stories.  Family support enabled their ability to accept, retain, and 
succeed in very demanding positions.  These women had incredible support systems in 
place and repeatedly commented on how lucky they were.  
The glass ceiling.  The glass ceiling was not an inhibiting factor for these 
participants.  Although they acknowledged the existence of the glass ceiling for other 
women, they stated it did not exist for them.  They described their working environments 
as progressive, focused on performance and results regardless of gender, and providing 
equal opportunity for advancement, for both men and women.  Most of the participants 
believed recent progress has been made regarding the opportunity for women to advance 
in corporate environments.  That may be true, but the fact that so few women achieve 
senior and executive levels indicates the glass ceiling still serves as a barrier for a number 
of women who are aspiring to senior leadership roles.  These eight participants were the 
exception to the rule.   
It is not surprising that all eight participants considered few, if any, obstacles 
along their journeys.  All senior executives demonstrated the utmost confidence in their 
ability to identify and resolve issues, advance their personal and professional objectives, 
and achieve their goals.  They were extremely self-aware, creative thinkers who learned 
how to navigate large corporate environments.  Where they required support, they 
received it from friends, family, co-workers, and supervisors.  Nothing was considered 
unachievable for these high-powered female executives.   
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Research Question Three: What role modeling, mentoring, sponsorship, or 
championship did they receive on the journey? 
 
All eight participants described the influence of role models, mentors, sponsors, 
or champions as integral to their rise to executive level positions.  Role models were 
typically family members who provided inspiration and support as they pursued their 
passions.  Mentorships were both formal relationships, such as the executive coaching 
received by Sally, or more informal ones in which the participants were recognized by 
someone in a senior position who helped them navigate the corporate culture.  Most of 
the participants had multiple mentors.  Notably, the three executives holding top level 
positions of CFO/President/EVP were all championed by others within their 
organizations who had already achieved similar positions.  All three executives were 
groomed for top level posts.  One participant, Kathy stated she was currently being 
groomed for a board appointment. 
Whether these executives proactively sought out others who could help their 
careers or were recognized and placed on a fast track to higher level positions, the results 
were the same.  These women were able to secure positions at the very top echelons of 
their company hierarchies as a direct result of the support they received from role models, 
mentors, sponsors and champions. 
Table 2 summarizes how the findings and results of the study pertain to the 
original research questions. 
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Table 2 
Research Questions, Findings and Results 
How do women who 
succeeded in reaching 
the executive level 
describe their journey? 
 
All participants stated that superior 
performance and visibility within their 
respective companies strongly influenced 
their promotional opportunities.  Stretch 
assignments were perceived as examples of 
differentiators contributing to their ability to 
be positively evaluated by direct supervisors 
and other senior managers. 
All participants discussed the importance of 
setting and achieving goals as part of their 
stories.  For several participants, goals were 
extrinsic such as achieving specific levels 
accompanied by financial rewards.  For 
others, their goals were described as 
intrinsic, such as following their personal 
passions.  The pursuit of extrinsic and 
intrinsic goals was not mutually exclusive. 
All participants shared examples of the need 
to constantly pursue new challenges, and 
assuming additional responsibilities as 
contributing to their advancement.  Often 
the ability to think innovatively and take 
risks was woven into their stories. 
 
Exceptional work ethic 
and a large capacity for 
working long hours. 
Proclivity to embrace 
new challenges. 
What obstacles did 
they encounter on their 
path to the executive 
position? 
 
All participants perceived very few, if any, 
obstacles that hindered or even postponed 
their rise to senior and executive level 
positions.  Participants described their 
journeys as arduous at times, often 
involving tremendous personal commitment 
in terms of time and preparation on their 
part. However, a number of participants 
characterized their experiences as 
responding to challenges, not obstacles, and 
emphasized how addressing these 
challenges effectively increased their 
opportunity to rise within their respective 
organizations. 
All participants described the significance 
of networking and building strong 
relationships both within and outside their 
companies as critical to securing 
promotions. 
 
Ability of all of the 
participants to 
communicate effectively 
at all levels and work as 
members of a team.   
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Table 2 (continued)   
What role modeling, 
mentoring, 
sponsorship or 
championship did they 
receive on the 
journey? 
 
All participants repeatedly emphasized the 
importance of role models, mentors, 
sponsors and champions on their path to 
senior and executive level positions. 
The majority of participants also identified 
family support as an integral component 
that contributed to their success.  Work/life 
balance was also discussed repeatedly. 
The significance of role 
models, mentors, 
sponsors and champions. 
The importance of family 
support. 
 
 
 
Recommendations 
To address the underrepresentation of women in senior and executive level 
positions, a number of recommendations might increase the level of women’s 
participation. 
Stretch Positions 
Women should volunteer for stretch positions to gain a greater probability of 
obtaining visibility within their company and thus of differentiating themselves from 
their peers.  Although travel to a foreign country is not necessarily a requirement, it 
positively impacted the careers of the women in this study who volunteered for these 
challenging, high profile assignments.  These women demonstrated a willingness to 
embrace change and also benefited from a strong family support system.   
Buckalew et al. (2012) discussed how gender roles tend to stereotype women and 
impede their ability to achieve executive levels.  Women need to be proactive in 
requesting stretch positions and companies need to consciously provide women with 
opportunities to develop and showcase their skillset.  Giscombe and Mattis’s (2002) 
research with women posited one of four major barriers to diversifying the workforce is a 
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lack of high-visibility assignments.  Senior managers need to implement programs 
that will facilitate such opportunities for women.   
Networking 
Women should develop strong professional networks both within and outside 
their companies to practice effective leadership skills with their peers and their 
subordinates and prepare for new growth opportunities.  Lyness and Thompson (2000) 
claimed that men automatically benefit from support networks, known as good old boy 
networks.  Women need to join professional networks and perhaps create networks where 
none exist.  However, these networks should not be exclusively female.  Baumgartner 
and Schneider (2010) supported the idea that women should be proactive in joining 
men’s social networks.  If men hold the majority of senior management roles, then 
women must find a way to be included in their networks to be considered for top level 
positions.  Several of the women in this study discussed how comfortable they were 
working with men who facilitated their career progression because the majority of 
decision makers are men.  
 In addition, individuals who are considered difficult to work with might be 
blocked from future promotional opportunities if they are not effective team players.  
Women need to insert themselves proactively, cultivate allies and win over colleagues 
who might stand in their way.  Changing the corporate culture is a monumental task; 
however, improving professional relationships, especially those with influencers or 
decision makers, is achievable with hard work and patience. 
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Mentors, Sponsors, and Champions 
Women should proactively identify individuals who can provide them with 
mentorship, take an active interest in their career path, and help them successfully 
navigate the corporate environment.  In addition, women should cultivate professional 
relationships with senior influencers and decision makers (sponsors and champions) to be 
considered for promotional opportunities.  Women need to take a direct approach and ask 
for what they want.  Serving on cross-functional committees within their organizations 
might assist with this goal giving women more supporters who might advocate on their 
behalf.  In addition, women should consider joining professional organizations where 
opportunities to serve as volunteers and/or present on industry topics might provide them 
with opportunities to showcase their skills and develop professional relationships with 
senior and executive level executives at other companies.   
Broome (2008), Hegstad (2002), Davies-Netzley (1998), Mattis (2001), and 
Ragins et al. (1998) all discussed the importance of women receiving support as they 
aspire to senior and executive level positions.  All participants in this study were 
extremely capable and hard working.  However, ability and hard work left unnoticed is 
not sufficient and does not lead to promotional opportunities.   
Company-Sponsored Formal Mentoring Programs 
Companies should take an active role in the promotion of women to senior and 
executive levels.  Establishing formal mentoring programs provides all interested women 
the opportunity to develop professionally and gain greater visibility and credibility within 
their companies.  These programs should be endorsed and promoted by CEOs to cascade 
the importance of developing talented women throughout the organization.  Mentorees 
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should have the opportunity to shadow a number of different senior executives to 
provide participants with a more holistic understanding of present and future company 
needs that would prepare women for future promotional opportunities and maintain a 
strong pipeline of talented women ready for new challenges and responsibilities. 
Saliba (2008) discussed the importance of offering formal mentoring programs 
and the need for CEOs to take the lead, then cascade goals to the rest of the organization.  
Saliba also asserted that employees who experience obstacles to promotions will not be 
productive and to succeed they need the support of senior management.  All participants 
in this study received support from senior management.   
Keeton’s (1996) research demonstrated that two-thirds of the respondents 
received mentors who were mostly men.  Mentors may be men or women but if only 
3.5% of CEOs are women (Kimball, 2014), then more often than not, men will be serving 
as mentors.  Many of the participants stated it was very difficult to secure mentors.  This 
illustrates the need to implement formal mentoring programs. 
Company-Sponsored Executive Leadership Forums 
Many companies hold annual leadership meetings to update officers of the 
company.  These meetings should be expanded to include talented women aspiring to 
senior and executive level positions.  Through formal meeting agendas and social 
activities, women would have the opportunity to interact with senior leadership.  By 
developing such professional relationships, these influencers and decision makers might 
champion career growth for these women once new professional opportunities present 
themselves.  As mentioned previously, several participants in this study who achieved 
CFO/President/EVP levels described champions who facilitated their promotional 
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opportunities.  A search of peer-reviewed articles on the topic of company-sponsored 
executive leadership forums for women revealed no documented studies; therefore, such 
programs currently do not exist or if they do exist they are not publicized and have not 
been studied.  
Companies Should Share Best Practices 
Companies that have been successful in promoting women to senior and 
executive level positions should share best practices in the form of white papers that may 
be shared publicly.  All the participants in this study spoke very highly of their companies 
and their overt commitment to advancing women.  Several participants believed their 
companies were progressive, rewarding performance regardless of gender.  For purposes 
of this study, these companies must remain anonymous.  Several of these companies are 
household names with very strong brands.  Publishing their success stories might serve 
two purposes: to provide public recognition of companies that are actively committed to 
the advancement of talented women and to encourage other companies to implement 
similar programs.   
Their efforts should be applauded and offered as models for other companies to 
emulate.  Coleman (2010) asserted that gender discrimination remains an issue at 
companies throughout the world.  If gender discrimination does limit opportunities for 
women and deters them from reaching their full potential, then companies and society 
both suffer.  Successful companies should document and share proven formulas for 
success so other companies may benefit from their example and improve gender equity.  
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Additional Research 
This research study focused on a small population of women to better understand 
their journeys, any obstacles they encountered along their journeys, and the support they 
received from others that was integral to their success.  Additional research is warranted 
that focuses on the lived stories of men and women who were instrumental in serving as 
role models, mentors, sponsors, and champions to senior and executive level women to 
better understand the strategies that helped these women advance in their careers.  Since 
more men than women are currently represented in senior and executive level positions, it 
would be interesting to study their experience sponsoring and championing talented 
women.     
Several of the participants discussed their ability to work successfully with men as 
a factor in their ability to be promoted.  According to Isaac et al. (2012), women who 
exhibit behaviors that are traditionally expounded as male characteristics such as self-
confidence and ambition are more likely to achieve success.  Future research that seeks to 
better understand the impact of these characteristics would prove helpful in 
understanding the types of behaviors that lead to promotional opportunities.  All other 
things being equal: education, experience, commitment, and drive, women are still not 
being promoted to the same degree as men.  If women are being socialized differently 
from men then perhaps additional research is warranted to identify these differences and 
model behaviors that lead to success. 
Networking and relationship building was a significant finding of this study that 
warrants further review.  A better understanding of how to build professional 
relationships and leverage networks to advance within corporations would provide 
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additional insight into best practices for aspiring women to employ.  If women hit a 
glass ceiling within their companies and need to look elsewhere for promotional 
opportunities, professional networks may provide new opportunities for talented and 
aspiring women. 
Similar research should be conducted with diverse participants based upon race, 
ethnicity, geographic location, country, type of industry, etc.  The lack of gender equity at 
senior and executive levels is not a new concern and it is not isolated to specific states, 
countries, or industries.  Additional studies would add to the extensive body of literature 
and perhaps would serve to inform best practices.  Semi-structured interviews provided 
rich descriptive data; however, a mixed methods study utilizing surveys may provide a 
broader and more comprehensive source of data.   
It is important to note there were several limitations of this research study, as a 
qualitative research study.  Although a population of eight is sufficient for a qualitative 
study, ideally, a larger population of 10-15 participants might have yielded some 
additional data.  A population size of eight participants does not mean that findings, 
results, interpretations, and conclusions are transferable to other populations.  In addition, 
the interview process focused on 12 open-ended questions.  Although rich in description, 
the participant responses could not possibly convey all of their experiences.  This study 
provided insight into the meaning of the lived experiences of eight highly successful 
women, but by no means were their stories meant to be all inclusive.  Additional research 
on this topic is warranted. 
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Summary 
The introduction to the problem of this research study stated that although women 
currently represent roughly half our national workforce, only a relatively small 
percentage of these women ever achieve senior and executive leadership positions.  By 
understanding the lived experiences of those women who have made the transition as 
well as a description of the factors they perceive contributed to their success, the 
opportunity to replicate those conditions for other aspiring women becomes available. 
The responsibility to fully utilize the talents of women in the workplace is a 
shared responsibility.   Employers, employees, men, and women all have a vested interest 
in maximizing the intellectual capital of our workforce.  As we strive to continue to be 
competitive in a global society, we need to leverage our entire workforce and reward top 
performers, regardless of gender.  Accomplishing this objective requires continuing 
attention and support, especially at the highest levels of leadership.  CEOs who make 
gender equity a priority have the ability to create more opportunities for women who seek 
top leadership positions.  Women themselves need to be more proactive and ask for 
support and more opportunities to test themselves.  After all, most limitations are self-
imposed.  Let us be fearless in our approach to gender equity and treat any obstacles as 
new challenges to be embraced and solved.    
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Appendix A: Invitation to Participate 
 
 
Dear (participant), 
My name is Robin Famiglietti and I am currently enrolled in the Ed.D. program at Drexel 
University, Sacramento.  The topic of my dissertation research is “Discerning the Glass 
Ceiling: A Phenomenological Study of the Glass Ceiling, Social Role Theory, Role 
Models, Mentors, Sponsors and Champions”.   
 
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to better understand the paths that enabled 
women to achieve executive level positions, the obstacles they encountered, and those 
individuals that provided support along the way.  I obtained your contact information 
from the list of Fortune 1000 companies in California. I am very interested in hearing 
about your career success with the objective of understanding your experiences so that 
other women may benefit from them.  
I would like to interview you for approximately an hour at a location of your choice.  
Participation in this research study is completely voluntary.  If you share any information 
that later makes you feel uncomfortable, please let me know and I will remove it from my 
interview script and recorded transcript.  In order to ensure accuracy of transcriptions, I 
will be recording the interview process.  All data will be coded in such a manner in order 
to maintain your confidentiality.  In addition, all data will be stored securely to ensure 
privacy.  
 
In order to better understand your story, please provide additional supplementary 
materials such as business publications, company websites, or other items that provide a 
rich historical context for your professional path.  Please feel free to contact me if you 
have any questions regarding the purpose or the scope of this study.  Thank you in 
advance for your willingness to participate.  I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Robin Famiglietti 
4924 Hollycrest Way 
Fair Oaks, CA 95628 
Cell (727) 510-2233 
rf357@drexel.edu 
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Appendix B: Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
 
1. Title of research study: Discerning the Glass Ceiling: A Phenomenological Study of 
The Glass Ceiling, Social Role Theory, Role Models, Mentors, Sponsors and Champions 
2. Researcher: Robin Famiglietti 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study:  
We invite you to take part in a research study because you have achieved an 
executive level position.  The purpose of this study is to better understand the paths that 
enabled women to achieve executive level positions, the obstacles they encountered, and 
those individuals who provided support along the way. 
4. What you should know about a research study: 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
• If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
• Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
please contact Dr. Salvatore Falletta, Supervising Professor, at Drexel University.  He 
may be reached at (916) 213-8773 or by email at sf394@drexel.edu 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and 
welfare of participants taking part in the research.  You may contact the IRB at (215) 
255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
Although the women’s rights movement of the 1970’s opened new opportunities for 
women in education and business, women continue to be underrepresented in executive 
management positions at large publicly held organizations.  Research suggests that this 
may be the result of gender inequities that create a “glass ceiling”, an invisible barrier 
that prevents women from achieving executive level positions even when all other things 
are equal.  This might indicate a need to better understand obstacles and explore the 
meaning of providing greater support to women aspiring to executive level positions.  
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7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for between 60 – 75 minutes. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect twelve women to participate in the study. 
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
You will be asked to respond to twelve semi-structured interview questions.  
Supplementary materials will be obtained from the participant at the time of the 
interview. Publications or business announcements available on the Internet are also 
desired.  The only person in the room other than the participant will be the interviewer.  
The location and time of the interview will be selected by the participant.  The interview 
will be recorded and later transcribed.  In the event certain comments are unclear, you 
may be contacted through email for further clarification. The results of the study will be 
available to you if you are interested.   
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
• Follow the researcher’s instructions. 
• Tell the researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to participate and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take participate now, you can stop at any time and it will not be 
held against you. 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no anticipated negative repercussions as a result of participating in this 
study. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
There are no benefits to you from participating in the study other than sharing 
your story.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit others’ access to your personal information provided 
in the interview; only the interviewer will hear your story; the transcript of our recorded 
interview will not contain your name.  Despite these safeguards, we cannot promise 
complete secrecy.  
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name 
and other identifying information confidential. 
17. Can I be removed from this research study without my approval? 
No. 
18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being conducted by a doctoral student at Drexel University.   
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The nature and purpose of this research have been sufficiently explained and I agree 
to participate in this study.  I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time. 
 
 
 
Signature: _____________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
Name (print): __________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Name (print): __________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol 
 
 
Research Study: Discerning the Glass Ceiling: A Phenomenological Study of The Glass 
Ceiling, Social Role Theory, Role Models, Mentors, Sponsors and Champions 
 
Date: 
Time: 
Location: 
Interviewee: 
Interviewer: Robin Famiglietti 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research study.  The goal of this 
study is to better understand the experiences of women who have successfully advanced 
in their careers, the obstacles they encountered and the support provided to them that was 
instrumental in their success.   
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the study.  The interview will be recorded but 
your name will not be associated with the recording.  Those that agree to participate will 
also be asked to provide a resume as part of the study.  The interview questions are listed 
below. 
 
1. What education and training prepared you for your current role?  
2. What are the intrinsic qualities that you possess that contributed to your success? 
3. How have your values, beliefs and assumptions related to your career success? 
4. Reflecting back on your career path, please describe the circumstances around each 
of your promotions and job changes that led to your current role? 
5. At various times in your career, why were you selected over other qualified 
candidates? 
6. Please describe any individuals (family, friends, co-workers, managers) who were 
instrumental in your career progression and describe how they assisted you at 
various career points. 
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7. As you reflect on the people you identified in # 6 would you label any of these 
individuals as role models, mentors, sponsors or champions? 
8. Thinking about your future career, what plans do you have? 
9. In your rise to an executive position please describe any challenges or obstacles 
you encountered along your path. 
10. There are contradictory research findings related to the existence of a “glass 
ceiling” for women.  What is your view about the existence of a glass ceiling? 
11. Given your experiences, what advice do you have for women aspiring to executive 
level positions? 
12. Given your experiences, what do you believe companies need to do in order to 
increase the representation of women in executive level positions. 
  
Participation in this research study is completely voluntary.  If you share any information 
that later makes you feel uncomfortable, please let me know and I will remove it from my 
interview script and transcription of our recorded interview.  All data will be coded in 
such a manner in order to maintain your confidentiality.  Thank you again for your 
participation.   
 
 
